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In	this	 exegesis,	 the	 author	 examines	 the	 research	 and	 creative	 processes	 that	 went	 into	
producing	 several	 bodies	 of	 visual	 artwork	 during	 the	 period	 of	 her	 PhD	 candidature.	 It	 also	
includes	 a	 written	 and	 visual	 presentation	 of	 the	 works	 themselves.	 The	 author’s	 aim	in	this	
exegesis	then	is	both	to	discuss	the	main	concerns	that	informed	these	works,	or	the	problems	
she	 was	 seeking	 to	 respond	 to	in	making	 them	 (most	 of	 which	 have	 to	 do	 with	 issues	 of	
representation	 affecting	 marginal	 subjects—above	 all	 those	 of	 Islamic	 cultural	 background	
living	in	the	 West	 or	in	the	 shadow	 of	 its	 colonial	 history)	 and	 also	 the	 creative	 processes	
involved	 in	making	 these	works.	The	 first	 series	 that	 is	 presented	 (titled	 In	Between	Spaces)	
visually	 communicates	 the	 struggle	 of	migrants	 (like	 the	 artist)	 to	maintain	 a	holistic	cultural	
identity	after	migrating;	and	in	the	discussion	supporting	this	work,	the	author	examines	various	
theoretical	 topics	 related	 to	 cultural	 and	 geographical	 displacement	 and	 the	 politics	 of	
representation	that	either	informed	the	work	or	helped	to	solidify	her	reflections	on	its	subject-
matter.	 Similarly,	 the	 second	 and	 major	 body	 of	 work	 presented	 here	
(titled	Under	Western	Eyes)	is	intended	as	a	visual	response	to	a	question	about	why	the	works	
of	 Muslim	 artists	 exhibited	in	the	West	 tend	 to	 display	 a	 certain	 uniformity	 as	 regards	 their	
visual	 and	 thematic	 elements;	 and	in	the	 supporting	 analysis,	 the	 author	 examines	 the	
way	in	which	 codes	 of	 representation	operating	within	 and	 through	 the	 global	 art	market	 are	
linked	 to	 the	 discursive	 construction	 of	 the	 Muslim	 “other”	 as	 inferior	 to	 the	
ideal	Western	subject.	In	the	final	main	chapter,	the	author	discusses	a	third	major	body	of	work	
(titled	 In	 the	 Exodus,	 I	 love	 you	more)	 that	 she	 produced	 during	 her	 candidature.	 As	 the	
author	explains,	this	work	emerged	in	part	in	response	to	the	limitations	that	she	came	to	see	in	
the	approaches	of	the	former	works	(or	the	way	in	which	they	sought	to	communicate	specific	
social	 and	 political	 struggles),	 and	 represents	 the	 artist’s	 return	 to	 a	 more	 personal	 and	
documentary	 style	 of	 image-making.	 Thus,	in	addition	 to	 communicating	 specific	 knowledge	
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1.1 Summary and aims of this exegesis 
The	purpose	of	 this	exegesis	 is	 to	present	an	extended	discussion	and	analysis	 supporting	 the	




issues	 that	 I	 was	 seeking	 to	 respond	 to	 in	 making	 them,	 and	 the	 visual	 strategies	 that	 I	
developed	during	the	various	stages	of	my	creative	arts	research.		
1.2 Research question and aims 
The	main	research	question	that	I	have	sought	to	address	through	my	creative	arts	research	is:	
How	 do	 problems	 of	 identity	 and	 representation	 shape	 the	 experience	 of	 migrants	 of	 non-
Western	background	living	in	the	West,	and	what	visual-art	strategies	can	be	used	in	order	to	
best	communicate	and	respond	to	these	problems	and	experiences?	In	exploring	this	question	I	
engaged	both	 in	extensive	scholarly	research,	 focusing	on	the	field	of	postcolonial	 theory,	and	
also	 studio	 research	 that	 involved	 extensive	 experimentation	 alongside	 engagement	 with	 art	
works	produced	within	a	similar	visual	art	context.	In	doing	so,	my	creative	arts	research	aims	
first	of	all	to	provide	concrete	knowledge	about	the	experience	of	migration	and	related	issues	to	
do	with	 cultural	 representation,	 and	 second,	 to	 present	 and	 evaluate	 specific	 visual	 strategies	
and	 artworks	 that	 the	 present	 researcher	 developed	 as	 a	means	 of	 exploring	 these	 problems	
within	her	specific	historical	and	visual-arts	context.		
1.3 The main stages and themes of my creative arts research  
As	described	in	the	previous	section,	the	main	concerns	that	I	have	sought	to	explore	through	
my	creative	arts	research	since	commencing	my	doctoral	studies	at	Curtin	University	have	to	do	
with	 issues	of	 representation	 that	 affect	minor	or	othered	 subjects	 (particularly	 individuals	 of	
non-Western	 and	 Islamic	 cultural	 background,	 such	 as	 myself,	 who	 are	 living	 in	 the	West).	
More	generally,	I	am	interested	in	larger	questions	about	the	representations	of	these	subjects—
wherever	 they	 happen	 to	 live—produced	 in	 the	 West,	 and	 how	 these	 representations	 are	
supported	 by,	 and	 in	 turn	 support,	 discourses	 of	 power.	 I	 have	 also	 been	 concerned	 with	




the	 particular	 context	 of	 my	 image-making.	 In	 this	 respect,	 my	 creative	 arts	 research	 falls	
partially,	 though	 not	 exclusively,	 within	 the	 domain	 of	 post-colonial	 criticism;	 and	 as	 I	 shall	
discuss	below,	I	have	been	strongly	 influenced	by	authors	such	as	Frantz	Fanon,	Edward	Said,	
Hamid	 Dabashi,	 and	 others,	 whose	 work	 is	 concerned	 not	 only	 with	 critiquing	 colonial	
discourses,	but	also	with	 interrogating	how	the	 latter	type	of	discourses	are	strongly	 linked	to	
the	 (re)production	 of	 images	 and	 visual	 representations	 in	 art,	 literature,	 and	 other	 cultural	
products.	
As	such,	I	am	particularly	interested	in	investigating	the	intersection	between	this	latter	concern	
and	 the	 situation	 of	 non-Western/Muslim	 artists—especially	 Iranian	 artists—such	 as	 myself,	
who	 are	 either	 living	 in	 the	West	 and/or	 engaged	 in	making	 visual-art	 works	 for	 a	Western	
audience.	And	my	interest	here	concerns	both	(1)	how	the	content	of	such	artists’	works	reflects,	
in	 different	 ways,	 their	 personal	 experiences	 of	 being	 subjected	 to,	 or	 affected	 by,	 the	
abovementioned	discourses;	and	(2)	how	the	reception	and	reading	of	such	artists’	works	in	the	
West	 interact	 with,	 or	 are	 supported	 by	 and	 in	 turn	 support,	 these	 discourses.	 In	 slightly	
different	terms,	I	am	interested	in	how	the	production	and	consumption	of	these	works	forms	a	
kind	of	circuit	(not	a	closed	circuit,	but	nevertheless	one	that	is	strongly	bounded	by	a	system	of	
knowledge	 and	 power,	 in	 a	 Foucauldian	 sense)	 in	 which	 the	 signs	 of	 cultural	 difference	
contained	in	them	tend	to	confirm	certain	meanings	or	values	linked	to	the	sort	of	discourses	
mentioned	 just	 now—all	 of	 which	 imply,	 in	 some	 way,	 the	 superiority	 of	 the	 ideal	Western	
viewer	vis-à-vis	the	non-Western	subject,	no	matter	how	an	artist	has	intended	to	employ	them.		
It	 should	 be	noted	 too	 that	 this	 dominant	 concern	within	my	 creative	 arts	 research	 emerged	
gradually;	 and	 the	 specific	 direction	 and	 shape	 of	 my	 developing	 interests	 and	 their	
interconnection	is	reflected	in	the	sequence	and	content	of	my	studio	research	and	the	resulting	
creative	works	(which	are	presented	here	in	the	chronological	order	of	their	development).	
Initially,	 for	 example,	 my	 creative	 arts	 research	 was	 more	 focused	 on	 themes	 related	 to	 the	
experience	 of	 migration	 and	 displacement,	 especially	 as	 it	 affects	 migrants	 of	 non-Western	
background,	and	how	this	experience	is	often	imagined	and	communicated	visually	in	the	works	
of	non-Western	artists.	And	through	my	studio	practice	I	also	set	out	to	communicate	some	of	
my	 own	 experiences,	 often	 in	 dialogue	 with,	 or	 by	 responding	 to,	 other	 visual	 artists’	 work	
dealing	with	similar	themes.	Here	especially	the	question	that	I	began	thinking	about	had	to	do	
with	 interrogating	 the	 roots	 of	 sadness	 or	 nostalgia—literally,	 the	 pain	 of	 (not)	 returning	
home—that	is	often	associated	with	the	experience	of	migration,	and	many	other	related	issues	
(having	to	do	with	the	experience	of	racism,	cultural	displacement,	and	loss	of	identity)	that	so	








towards	 investigating	 the	 nexus	 between	 (visual)	 representations	 and	 various	 dimensions	 of	
social	 and	 political	 power	 operating	within	 the	West—and	 often	 operating	 through	 different	
metropolitan	centres	of	the	global	art	market,	as	 I	shall	clarify	below—in	connection	with	the	






that	 lie	 beneath	 the	market,	 leads	 to	 a	 situation	 in	which	 they	 end	 up	 reproducing	 the	 very	
power	 structures	 that	 these	 artists	 (through	 their	 artworks)	often	 seek	 to	oppose.	And	 so	 the	
main	development	that	occurred	in	my	creative	arts	research	at	this	stage	involved	formulating	
strategies	 of	 opposition	 or	 critique	 aimed	 at	 highlighting	 and	 responding	 to	 this	 situation—
strategies	that	I	would	pursue	through	the	vehicle	of	my	image-making.	
In	summary,	then,	the	first	phase	of	my	creative	arts	research	was	primarily	concerned	with	the	
experience	 of	migration	 or	 displacement,	 particularly	 as	 it	 affects	 individuals	 of	 non-Western	
and	 Islamic	 background,	 while	 the	 second	 phase	 was	 concerned	 with	 broader	 issues	 of	
representation	 affecting	 such	 subjects,	 including	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 production	 and	
consumption	of	 visual	works	 produced	by	 artists	 of	 non-Western	background—and	 above	 all	
Iranian	artists	such	as	myself—both	reflect	and	support	a	system	of	power	that	has	its	roots	in	




communicating	 those	 aims	 as	 limited	 in	 certain	 respects.	 This	 led	 to	 a	 further	 stage	 in	 my	
creative	arts	research	that	involved	me	returning	to	a	more	personal	and	documentary	style	of	
image-making	 that	 eschewed	 the	 elements	 of	 ‘postmodern’	 parody	 that	 were	 present	 in	 the	
former	works.	





1.4 Creative works produced 







attempts	 to	communicate	similar	 themes,	albeit	 in	a	different	visual	manner.	 I	 shall	discuss	 it	
briefly	alongside	the	latter	work.)	
1.4.1 In-Between Spaces (2011) 
In-Between	Spaces	is	a	series	of	staged	colour	photographs	which	is	intended	to	communicate	an	











visible	or,	perhaps,	 superficial	 aspects	of	 each	culture	 through	a	kind	of	 essentialism	 (such	as	
identifying	with	each	culture	through	its	most	potent	and	easily-recognisable	symbols)	arguably	
only	 increases	 her	 dislocation	 through	 an	 additional	 sense	 of	 absurdity—of	 living	 a	 strange,	
hybrid	existence.			
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The	 series	 In-Between	Spaces	 aims	 to	communicate	what	 it	 is	 like	 to	 inhabit	 such	a	 reality	by	
presenting	a	series	of	self-contained	scenes	of	several	Iranian	couples	trying	to	fit	in	in	their	new	
home	in	urban	Australia	whilst	preserving	a	sense	of	their	original	Persian	heritage.	(Each	image	
is	 a	 staged	 photograph	 shot	 indoors	 or	 outdoors	 using	 a	 flash	 to	 increase	 the	 “surface”	
appearance	of	each	scenario.)	By	employing	humour	and	parody,	and	a	visual	language	inspired	
by	Persian	miniatures,	 the	 images	are	meant	 to	capture	 the	absurdity,	and	almost	 tragi-comic	
nature	of	this	situation.	The	figures	in	the	images	appear	like	frozen	statues,	or	sad	and	curious	
puppets	 from	 another	 time:	 parodies	 of	 themselves.	 Their	 selves	 and	 identities	 having	 been	
reduced	to	the	most	superficial	aspects	of	their	hybrid	cultural	belonging,	each	wears	a	look	of	
ennui,	or	forlorn	boredom	on	their	faces.		
Partly	 autobiographical—inspired	by	my	experiences	 as	 an	 Iranian	woman	and	a	 young	 adult	




culturally	 othered	 artists	 that	 highlight	 aspects	 of	 their	 cultural	 differences	 though	 their	
artworks.	 This	 latter	 theme	 is	 one	 that	 I	 pursued	more	 directly	 in	my	 second	major	 creative	
project.	
1.4.2 Under Western Eyes (2014) 
Under	 Western	 Eyes	 comprises	 a	 series	 of	 manipulated	 studio	 photographs	 that	 employ	 a	
commodified/commercial	 language	of	 pop-art,	 and	 a	 combination	of	 exaggerated	 signifiers	 of	
Islamic	 identity	 alongside	 symbols	 of	 Western	 fashion	 in	 order	 to	 challenge	 the	 dominant	
















The	 central	 idea	here,	 then,	 is	 that	 the	 self-representations	 of	 non-Western	 subjects	 in	many	
non-Western	artists’	work	often	depend	on,	and	as	such	re-produce,	familiar	signs	of	otherness	
that	 cater	 to	 the	 global-Western	 art	 markets’	 demand	 for	 artworks	 of	 marginal	 artists	 that	
highlight	 their	 own	 cultural	 difference	 in	 safe	 and	 predictable	 ways.	 This	 means	 that	 de-
colonising	strategies	of	 resistance	or	efforts	 to	 re-assert	a	marginalised	 identity	 through	visual	
art	 practices	 can	 themselves	 become	 complicit	 in,	 and	 reinforce	 the	 same	 processes	 that	
produced	the	non-Western	subject’s	marginal	position	to	begin	with,	since	such	an	artist	quickly	
discovers	 that	 she	 can	 achieve	 commercial	 success	 through	 deploying	 visual	 and	 signifying	
elements	 in	her	artwork	that	affirm	the	 image	of	 the	non-Western	subject	as	other.	Thus,	 the	




“Under	 Western	 Eyes:	 Feminist	 Scholarship	 and	 Colonial	 Discourses”	 (1984).	 In	 this	 article,	
Mohanty	 advances	 a	 crucial	 argument	 about	 the	 relationship	 between	 First	 and	Third	World	
feminisms,	specifically	critiquing	the	project	of	Western	feminism	which	discursively	construct	
Third	World	women	as	a	homogenous	group	of	“victims”	whom	Western	feminists	must	save.	





1.4.3 After the Motherland (2015) 
Drawing	on	the	same	ideas	and	research	that	went	into	making	Under	Western	Eyes,	my	shorter	
series	After	 the	Motherland	 is	 intended	 as	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 attitude	 of	 First	World	 feminists	
towards	Muslim	women,	 or	 the	 notion	 that	 the	 latter	 group	 are	 all	 uniformly	 oppressed	 and	
waiting	to	be	rescued.	Inspired	by	a	personal	encounter,	the	images	are	also	intended	to	mock	
the	idea	(encouraged	by	some	Western	feminists)	that	simply	by	getting	naked,	the	oppressed	
Muslim	 woman	 will	 become	 free.	 Furthermore,	 both	 the	 title	 and	 images	 in	 this	 series	 are	
directly	 inspired	 by,	 and	 intended	 to	 reference,	 the	 famous	 painting	 by	 the	 French	 artist	





way,	 by	 drawing	 together	 several	 of	 the	 main	 threads	 of	 my	 earlier	 research—in	 particular	
Chandra	Monhanty’s	 thesis	 in	 Under	Western	 Eyes	 about	 the	 discursive	 relationship	 enacted	
between	First	World	feminists	and	Third	World	women—the	series	seeks	to	connect	elements	
of	Western	feminism	to	earlier	colonial	discourses.	











representation;	 and	 in	 general,	 the	 work	 has	 a	 strong	 personal	 focus,	 while	 still	 aiming	 to	
present	a	multifaceted	picture	of	modern	Iran,	albeit	through	the	lens	of	my	own	experience.	As	
such,	In	the	Exodus	is	relevant	to	a	wider	question	that	the	critical	investigation	presented	in	this	
exegesis	 raises:	 namely,	 about	what	 image-making	 approaches	 an	 artist	 in	my	position	might	
pursue	 in	 seeking	 to	 “speak	 across	 borders”,	 whilst	 navigating	 the	 complex	 issues	 of	
representation	that	I	have	presented	here.		
1.5 Chapter summaries 
The	general	content	and	structure	of	this	exegesis	is	as	follows:	
1. Introduction—In	this	chapter	I	summarise	the	aims	and	content	of	this	exegesis.	
2. The	 Experience	 of	 Migration—In	 this	 chapter	 I	 outline	 the	 first	 main	 theoretical	
component	 of	 my	 creative	 arts	 research.	 I	 examine	 issues	 to	 do	 with	 the	 experience	 of	
migration	 and	 exile	 and	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 “home”	 is	 constructed	 in	 and	 through	 the	
diasporic	imagination.	
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3. Representation	 and	 Resistance—In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 outline	 the	 second	 main	 theoretical	
component	 of	 my	 creative	 arts	 research.	 Here	 I	 focus	 on	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 colonial	
discourses	have	 shaped	 the	politics	 of	 representation	operating	 in	 the	West.	 I	 also	 explore	
issues	to	do	with	identity	and	representation	and	some	of	the	ways	that	post-colonial	artists	
have	attempted	to	respond	to	these	issues	through	their	visual	practice.	
4. In-Between	Spaces	 (2011)—In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 briefly	 analyse	 the	 first	 series	 of	work	 that	 I	
produced	in	response	to	the	research	and	themes	outlined	in	the	previous	two	chapters.	The	
series	 In-Between	 Spaces	 reflects	my	 experiences	 as	 a	 non-Western	 immigrant	 to	Australia	
and	explores	issues	to	do	with	displacement,	racism,	cultural	practices	and	nostalgia.		
5. Marketing	the	Margins—In	this	chapter	I	outline	the	third	main	theoretical	component	of	
my	 creative	 arts	 research	 and	 the	 central	 questions	 that	 have	 informed	 one	 of	 the	 most	
significant	bodies	of	work	that	I	have	produced	during	my	candidature.	I	examine	the	ways	in	
which	 the	 ideological	 mechanisms	 of	 representation	 operating	 in	 the	West	 intersect	 with	
patterns	 of	 production	 and	 consumption	 in	 the	 global-art	 scene	 leading	 to	 the	
commodification	of	marginality	and	difference	under	the	signs	of	post-colonial	exoticism.		
6. Under	Western	Eyes	 (2014)—In	this	chapter	I	analyse	this	second	and	main	body	of	work	
that	 I	 produced	 as	 part	 of	 my	 creative	 arts	 research,	 which	 deals	 with	 the	 politics	 of	
representation	 in	 the	West,	 above	all	 in	 relation	 to	 the	circulation	of	 images	of	 the	 female	
Muslim	subject	in	contemporary	art	from	the	Middle	East.	
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which	 they	 find	 themselves.	 Their	 displacement,	 in	 other	 words,	 is	 often	 related	 to	 a	 loss	 of	
position,	a	feeling	of	inferiority.	Similarly,	the	sense	of	loss	of	self	or	identity,	whether	individual	
or	collective,	experienced	by	many	non-Western	émigrés	is	related	to	their	experience	of	what	
W.E.B.	Du	Bois	 (1997	 [1903],	 p.	 38)	has	 called	 “double	 consciousness”:	 the	 sense	of	 looking	at	
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In	this	and	the	following	chapter,	my	aim	is	to	examine	these	 issues	 in	 light	of	the	legacies	of	
Western	 imperialism	 and	 the	 experience	 of	 modernity	 more	 generally.	 Drawing	 on	 relevant	
aspects	 of	 postcolonial	 theory,	 I	 point	 to	 the	 role	 of	 European	 colonisation	 in	 both	 the	
movement	of	many	formerly	colonised	peoples	around	the	globe	and	the	disintegration	of	their	
local	 cultures,	 as	well	 as	 the	discursive	 construction	of	 various	 colonised	 subjects	 as	marginal	
“others”.			
But	to	begin	with,	it	will	be	useful	to	reflect	on	the	categories	of	migration	and	exile	themselves	
and	 insofar	as	 they	relate	 to	human	creative	experience	generally	 in	order	 to	see	more	clearly	
how	 they	 relate	 to	 the	 experiences	 of	 displaced	 non-Western	 artists	 in	 particular.	 I	 will	 also	
focus	 on	 the	 category	 and	 experience	 of	 “diaspora”	 since	 this	 term	 points	 not	 only	 to	 the	
experience	 of	migration	 but	 also	 to	 the	 attempt	 to	maintain	 or	 reconfigure	 cultural	 ties	 and	
practices	in	a	new	and	geographically	removed	environment.			
This	discussion	will	form	the	backdrop	of	an	analysis	of	the	first	major	series	that	I	produced	as	
part	of	my	creative	 arts	 research	and	which	 responds	 to	 some	of	 the	 themes	described	above	
concerning	migration	and	cultural	displacement	(examined	in	Chapter	4).	
2.2 Migration: Modernity and Exile 
Human	migration—the	 experience	 of	 being	 uprooted,	 exiled,	 or	moving	 from	 place	 to	 place,	
whether	 in	 search	 of	 refuge	 or	 opportunities	 or	 simply	 new	 “horizons”—is	 not	 a	 new	
phenomenon,	 and	 so	 neither	 is	 the	 experience	 of	 cultural	 and	 geographical	 displacement.	




because	 of	 globalisation	 and	 the	 demand	 for	 workers	 with	 specific	 skills	 needed	 to	 support	
national	economies.	Increasingly,	too,	resource	shortages	and	the	effects	of	climate	change	are	
leading	 greater	 numbers	 of	 people	 to	 seek	 refuge	 in	 other	 countries.	 But	 these	 latest	
manifestations	of	the	dynamic	and	destructive	potential	of	modern	capitalism	only	confirm	that	
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become	 accustomed	 to	 thinking	 of	 the	 modern	 period	 itself	 as	 spiritually	 orphaned	 and	
alienated,	the	age	of	anxiety	and	estrangement”,	Edward	Said	notes	(2000,	p.	173).	Arguably	this	
process	began	with	the	Enlightenment	itself	and	its	attack	on	classical	politics	and	religion:	the	




societies	 and	 the	 alienation	 of	 workers	 from	 their	 labour	 owing	 to	 the	 capitalist	 mode	 of	
production	(Delanty,	2007).	Likewise	in	the	arts	the	modernist	obsession	with	“the	new”	finally	
culminated	in	the	postmodernist	retreat	into	the	hyperreal	past	and	deconstructionism:	a	loss	of	























colonial	 representations;	 nevertheless,	 it	 is	 worth	 exploring	 briefly	 the	 creative	 possibilities	
contained	in	the	experience	of	exile	as	these	thinkers	have	described.		
In	his	Reflections	on	Exile,	Edward	Said	notes:	
While	 it	perhaps	seems	peculiar	 to	speak	of	 the	pleasures	of	exile,	 there	are	some	positive	
things	to	be	said	for	a	few	of	its	conditions.	Seeing	‘the	entire	world	as	a	foreign	land’	makes	
possible	originality	of	vision.	Most	people	are	principally	aware	of	one	culture,	one	setting,	
one	 home;	 exiles	 are	 aware	 of	 at	 least	 two,	 and	 this	 plurality	 of	 vision	 gives	 rise	 to	 an	
awareness	 of	 simultaneous	 dimensions,	 an	 awareness	 that—to	 borrow	 a	 phrase	 from	
music—is	contrapuntal.	(2000,	p.	186)	
A	 similar	 view	 has	 been	 echoed	 by	many	 postcolonial	 theorists	 and	 cultural	 critics	 in	 recent	
decades	in	an	attempt	to	rethink	the	marginal	position	of	the	postcolonial	subject	as	well.	That	




Like	 the	 experience	 of	 exile	 or	 cultural	 and	 geographical	 displacement,	 living	 at	 the	margins	
develops	 a	particular	way	of	 seeing	 the	world,	 ‘from	 the	outside	 in	 and	 the	 inside	out’	 in	 the	
words	of	bell	hooks	(1990,	p.	341).	Similarly,	Homi	K.	Bhabha	speaks	about	the	“double	frame”	
that—as	Demos	(2009,	n.p.)	summarises—“results	from	the	bi-cultural	knowledge”	produced	by	
the	 experience	 of	 exile:	 “a	 sensitivity	 towards	 difference	 (that	 of	 cultures,	 places	 and	
communities),	 and	 a	 newfound	 appreciation	 of	 the	 cultural	 character	 of	 one’s	 origins	 when	
looking	back	from	exile’s	awry	vantage”.	















“as	 a	 central	 location	 for	 the	 production	 of	 a	 counter	 hegemonic	 discourse”	 (1990,	 p.	 341):	 a	










Exile	 is	strangely	compelling	to	think	about	but	terrible	 to	experience.	 It	 is	 the	unhealable	
rift	forced	between	a	human	being	and	a	native	place,	between	the	self	and	its	true	home:	its	






…at	most	 the	 literature	 about	 exile	 objectifies	 an	 anguish	 and	 a	 predicament	most	 people	








It	may	make	 for	 a	 commercially	 profitable	market	 of	 self-victimisation	 that	 in	 the	 age	 of	
women's	rights	being	abused	at	the	service	of	imperial	warfare	can	in	fact	cater	to	lucrative	
markets.	
Dabashi	 has	 avidly	 defended	 Shirin	 Neshat	 against	 claims	 that	 she	 has	 encouraged	 this	
positioning	of	her	work	herself	(see	Dabashi	2005).	But	however	assiduously	an	artist	may	try	to	
avoid	such	commercial	exploitation,	it	remains	an	unfortunate	fact	that	the	global	art	market	is	














Western	 individuals	 who	 struggle	 with	 issues	 of	 identity	 and	 maintaining	 cultural	 ties	 and	
practices	in	diaspora.	Such	individuals	experience	what	we	might	call	a	“dual-ontology”—a	kind	
of	 doubling	 or	 split	 in	 their	 experience	 of	 themselves	 and	 the	world—and	 it	 is	 this	 aspect	 of	
living	 in	 diaspora	 that	 I	 want	 to	 examine	 and	 which	 has	 informed	 the	 artworks	 that	 I	 have	
produced.	





homeland,	 culture,	 language	 and	 history	 is	 forcefully	 interrupted	 and	 she	 finds	 herself	 in	 a	
culturally	alien	environment	that	these	feelings	are	provoked.	For	such	persons,	it	is	not	simply	


















travel.	 But	 as	 the	 exiled	writer	 Salman	Rushdie	writes	 in	 his	 essay	 Imaginary	Homelands:	 the	
person	 “who	 is	 out-of-country	 and	 even	 out-of-language	 may	 experience	 this	 loss	 in	 an	
intensified	form.	It	 is	made	more	concrete	 for	him	by	the	physical	 fact	of	discontinuity,	of	his	
present	being	in	a	different	place	from	his	past,	of	his	being	‘elsewhere’”	(1991,	p.	12).	
This	 disjunction	 between	 the	 past	 and	 the	 present	 as	 experienced	 by	 many	 migrants—an	
experience	that	is	related	to,	but	not	reducible	to,	their	geographical	displacement—is	a	crucial	
point	informing	my	analysis.	That	is,	it	must	be	stressed	that	this	sense	of	an	interrupted	time	or	
history	 that	 I	 have	 just	 alluded	 to	 is	 importantly	 related	 to,	 and	 exacerbated	by,	 the	 sense	 of	
cultural	displacement	that	many	migrants	experience:	when	she	is	not	only	geographically	but	
also	culturally	displaced,	she	may	experience,	to	different	degrees,	a	loss	of	self	and	identity	that	
is	projected	onto	her	history,	 and	which	also	 colours	her	 sense	of	 the	present.	That	 temporal	
location	which	her	 “authentic”	or	 “original	 self”	 inhabited	 remains	 frozen	 in	 time	 like	 a	black	
and	white	photograph	 that	belongs	 to	 the	past,	 and	yet	continues	 to	exist	 in	 the	present	as	a	
ghostly	 image.	 In	 other	 words,	 because	 of	 the	 sometimes	 difficulty	 of	 maintaining	 or	
rehabilitating	a	 sense	of	 “authentic”	cultural	 identity	and	practices	 in	a	new	environment,	her	
authentic	self	is	felt	as	belonging	to	both	another	time	and	another	place.	But	the	impossibility	





narration—the	 loss	 of	 ability	 to	 speak	 about	 or	 relate	 one’s	 history	 to	 and	with	 others	 in	 the	
world—is	a	central	cause	of	the	traumatic	experience	of	displacement.	Re-creative	story	telling	
then	becomes	a	 form	of	rehabilitation:	 literally,	 “restoring	 in	the	present”	or	“bringing	back”	a	
former	 state	 or	 condition	 that	 has	 become	 decayed	 or	 damaged.	 But	 paradoxically,	 this	 very	
strategy	 often	 only	 adds	 to	 the	 sense	 of	 loss	 or	 nostalgia.	 For	 as	 Hamid	 Naficy	 notes:	 such	













2.4 The Diasporic Imagination  
Where	 is	 home?	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 “home”	 is	 a	 mythic	 place	 of	 desire	 in	 the	 diasporic	




one	who	is	 living	in	diaspora.	It	 is	not	simply	that	for	such	an	individual	home	is	 imagined	as	





inhabits	determines	what	 is	 there	 to	be	experienced	and	made	meaningful;	being-at-home,	as	
Sara	Ahmed	observes,	 “suggests	 that	 the	 subject	 and	 space	 leak	 into	 each	other,	 inhabit	 each	
other”	(Ahmed,	2000,	p.	89).	But	we	should	also	add	to	this:	our	experience	of	being-at-home	
involves	 imaginatively	 transforming	 the	 spaces	 we	 inhabit.	 Home	 is	 both	 “there”	 and	 the	
product	of	our	“being	there”:	our	worlding	desire	to	make	sense	of	the	world.	It	is	for	this	reason	
that	even	one	who	stays	put	can	experience	home	as	a	 foreign	 land:	whenever	 the	unfamiliar	
intrudes	into	our	experience,	when	our	experience	of	the	world	does	not	conform	with	our	idea	
of	 the	world,	we	no	 longer	 feel	at	home	in	the	world.	The	world	that	we	have	to	some	extent	
“made”	no	longer	makes	sense.		
What	 I	 am	 pointing	 to	 here	 is	 the	 idea	 that	 our	 sense	 of	 home	 is	 a	 lived	 experience	 of	 a	
particular	place	that	is	both	shaped	by,	and	inhabits	our	imaginations.	Home	is	“imagined”,	but	
it	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 imagined	 here	 does	 not	 mean—by	 definition—“unreal”.	 Rather,	
imagining	refers	to	a	way	of	thinking	and	experiencing	“the	real”	that	also	involves	imaging	and	
desire.	But	when	we	travel,	the	longer	we	are	away,	the	more	that	sense	of	home	that	we	carry	
with	us	comes	to	exist	solely	 in	our	 imaginations,	 loosed	from	that	concrete	experience	of	the	











as	 the	nostalgic	 person	 re-lives	 the	past	 as	 a	 sort	 of	 cure,	 similarly,	 for	 diasporas,	 the	pain	 of	
being	separated	from	home	is	partially	cured	by	re-living	the	experience	of	being	at	home.	This	
is	 achieved	 especially	 through	 wearing	 the	 “signs”	 and	 constantly	 performing	 the	 embodied	
cultural	practices	that	characterise	the	imagined	community	of	home.		
But	 like	 the	 simulation	 of	 time	 experienced	 in	 the	 nostalgic	 return	 to	 the	 past,	 the	 effect	 of	
transplanting	 cultural	 practices	 in	 a	 new	 setting	 is	 that	 such	 practices	 also	 often	 acquire	 a	
hyperreal	or	imitative	character.	This	is	not	because	culture,	broadly	speaking,	cannot	move—
that	it	is	something	fixed	and	always	rooted	in	one	place;	rather	I	am	suggesting	the	opposite:	







The	 present	 chapter	 has	 aimed	 to	 give	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 different	 contours	 in	 the	 experience	 of	
migration,	 particularly	 as	 a	 non-Western	 immigrant	 to	 the	 West.	 I	 have	 examined	 the	 link	
between	 both	 the	 experience	 and	 causes	 of	 displacement	 and	 the	 phenomenon	 of	modernity	
more	 generally,	 but	 more	 specifically,	 the	 sense	 of	 duality—of	 looking	 into	 directions,	 both	
temporally	 and	 geographically—that	 is	 a	 permanent	 feature	 of	 living	 in	 diaspora.	 Here,	 I	
focussed	on	the	idea	of	“performatively”	healing	that	rift	which	displacement	opens	up,	or	the	
way	 that	 home	 is	 constructed	 in	 and	 through	 the	 diasporic	 imagination,	 which	 as	 described	
above,	is	closely	linked	to	the	“cultural	practice	of	nostalgia”	and	the	rituals	of	nationalism.	




arts	 research,	 In-Between	 Spaces,	 which	 I	 will	 present	 in	 Chapter	 4	 below.	 In	 the	 following	
chapter,	though,	I	will	first	of	all	discuss	another	line	of	theoretical	enquiry	that	I	have	explored	
through	my	 research	 and	practice.	 It	 concerns	 the	politics	 of	 representation	 and	 identity	 and	
their	relationship	to	colonial	discourses.		
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3 REPRESENTATION AND RESISTANCE 
3.1 Introduction 
In	 the	previous	chapter	 I	 examined	some	of	 the	 salient	 factors	 in	 the	experience	of	migration	
and	living	in	diaspora.	In	addition	to	the	pain	of	being	uprooted	itself	and	the	longing	to	return	
home,	 the	 “nostalgia”	 that	 afflicts	 all	 migrants	 to	 different	 degrees,	 I	 pointed	 to	 a	 particular	
cause	and	aspect	of	 this	nostalgia	 in	 the	experience	of	displacement.	For	many	diasporas,	 the	
construction	 of	 narratives	 of	 exile	 and	 return,	 and	 the	 imagining	 of	 “home”	 as	 not	 only	







In	 this	chapter,	my	aim	 is	 to	examine	another	and	different	aspect	of	 the	struggles	associated	
with	the	experience	of	migration,	namely,	issues	of	representation.	As	in	the	previous	chapter,	I	
will	examine	these	issues	in	light	of	the	history	of	European	colonisation	and	the	manufacturing	
of	 colonial	discourses.	But	while	 the	earlier	discussion	 focused	on	 issues	of	displacement	 that	
potentially	affect	all	migrants	and	diasporas,	in	this	chapter	I	will	focus	on	issues	that	concern	
non-Western	migrants	specifically.	
Very	 simply,	my	 argument	 in	 this	 chapter	 is	 that	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 trials	 of	migration	 itself,	
many	non-Western	migrants	to	Western	countries	are	also	subjected	to	experiences	of	racism	
and	 marginalisation:	 they	 are	 discriminated	 against	 by	 the	 host	 culture	 because	 of	 their	
perceived	 otherness,	 and	 mocked	 for	 their	 different	 practices,	 customs	 and	 habits.	 Such	
experiences,	as	I	have	mentioned,	are	rooted	in	the	history	of	European	colonisation	and	those	
discursive	constructions	 (such	as	Orientalism)	 that	allowed	 the	West	 to	dominate	 its	 colonial	
subjects.	But	despite	the	efforts	of	countless	post-colonial	theorists	of	the	last	century	to	expose	
these	narrative	constructions,	widespread	racism	and	other	 forms	of	discrimination	have	been	
reignited	 in	 recent	 years	 and	 decades	 because	 of	 terrorism	 and	 the	 accelerated	movement	 of	
refugees—phenomena	that	are	themselves	the	partial	legacies	of	Western	imperialism.	





which	 will	 be	 presented	 in	 the	 following	 chapter.	 However,	 they	 are	 also	 central	 to	
understanding	 the	 second	major	body	of	work	 that	 I	 produced—Under	Western	Eyes—which	
deals	 more	 squarely	 with	 questions	 about	 identity,	 representation	 and	 so	 on	 than	 questions	
about	 migration	 as	 such.	 	 It	 is	 partly	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 I	 discus	 them	 here	 at	 length	 in	 a	





personal	 identity7	 experienced	 by	 many	 migrants—especially	 migrants	 of	 non-Western	
background.		
In	 the	 voluntary	 or	 forced	 movement	 from	 one	 nation	 to	 another,	 the	 experience	 of	 being	
dislocated	 from	 one’s	 native	 homeland,	 it	 is	 common	 for	 migrants	 to	 experience	 their	 rigid	
identity	 as	 scattered	 and	 redefined	 into	 new	 points	 of	 becoming.	 But	 such	 issues	 related	 to	
identity	become	a	concern	especially	for	displaced	individuals	who	are	marginalised	or	targeted	
with	racism,	or	who	are	ascribed	identities	through	different	forms	of	racial	and	other	coding.	
In	describing	this	phenomenon,	 it	 is	 important	to	acknowledge	that	an	 individual’s	 identity	 is	
not	shaped	by	one	variable	only,	but	is	rather	formed	within	a	complex	matrix	of	variables	such	



















in	 interaction	 with	 others,	 he	 or	 she	 may	 experience	 a	 sense	 of	 continuity	 despite	 the	
existence	of	multiple,	unintegrated	or	partially	integrated	self-representations…		
Ewing	 notes	 that	 “[s]elf-representations	 are	 embedded	 in	 a	 particular	 frame	 of	 reference,	 are	
culturally	shaped,	and	are	highly	contextual”;	but	those	contexts	rapidly	shift,	and	as	such	self-
representations	are	often	“rendered	inadequate	by	explicit	conflict”	(ibid,	p.	274).	The	ability	“to	














with	 their	 cultural	 or	 ethnic	 backgrounds	 produces	 further	 dislocation:	 through	 negative	
comparisons	 applying	 to	 their	 sexuality,	 habits,	 values	 and	 so	 on,	 such	 individuals	 are	
represented	in	stereotyped	contrast	to	the	dominant	society	and	culture—an	implicit	system	of	
value	that	constructs	the	Western	mainstream	identity	as	desirable	and	the	norm.	In	this	way,	
marginal	 and	 minority	 groups	 are	 not	 only	 targeted,	 but	 encouraged—consciously	 or	
unconsciously—to	believe	in	their	own	inferiority,	and	thus	to	question	their	identity.	Moreover,	
such	 reinforced	 stereotypes	 translate	 into	 the	 closing	 of	 doors	 on	 many	 fronts	 such	 as	




codes	 operate	 not	 only	 explicitly,	 but	 through	 being	 internalised	 by	 the	 oppressed	 subject	
herself.	The	Trinidad-born,	East	 Indian	writer	Sam	Selvon	provides	a	vivid	 illustration	of	how	
these	representational	codes	operate:	







Since	 the	 1950s,	 post-colonial	 theorists	 began	 examining	 these	 issues	 in	 relation	 to	 colonial	
“discourses	of	power”	that	seek	to	legitimate	certain	forms	of	domination	by	imposing	a	logic	of	
binary	 oppositions	 between	 the	 coloniser	 and	 colonised.	 In	 all	 of	 these	 oppositions,	 the	 first	
term	(applying	to	the	coloniser)	is	privileged,	thereby	producing	a	hierarchal	relationship	which	
constructs	the	colonial	subject	as	subordinate	and	inferior.	As	Kathryn	Woodward	(1997,	p.	2)	
notes,	 “[i]dentities	 are	 produced,	 consumed	 and	 regulated	within	 culture—creating	meanings	
through	 symbolic	 systems	 of	 representation”.	 How	 these	 systems	 of	 representation	 operate	
through	colonial	discourses	is	examined	in	the	following	section.	
3.3 Discourses and colonialism 
The	 study	 of	 discourses	 in	 post-colonial	 theory,	 as	 in	 other	 social	 science	 disciplines,	 is	
ultimately	 related	 to	 the	 pioneering	 work	 of	 the	 French	 social	 theorist	 and	 historian	Michel	
Foucault,	 who	 developed	 the	 term	 and	 a	 framework	 of	 discourse	 analysis	 in	 his	 book	 The	
Archaeology	 of	 Knowledge	 (2002	 [1972]).	 Foucault	 employed	 the	 term	 “discourse”	 to	 refer	 not	
simply	 to	 instances	 of	written	 or	 spoken	 communication,	 but	 rather	 systems	 of	 knowledge—
ideas,	beliefs,	practices	and	so	on—through	which	the	social	world,	or	worlds,8	are	constructed,	
and	 which	 determine	 to	 some	 extent	 how	 we	 think	 about	 and	 act	 in	 the	 world.	 In	 slightly	
different	 terms,	 the	 term	discourse	 in	Foucault’s	 analysis	 refers	 to	a	 strongly	bounded	area	of	
“social	knowledge”—a	set	of	rules,	or	a	system	of	statements—within	which	and	through	which	




this	 latter	point	suggests,	Foucault’s	understanding	of	discourses	 is	bound	up	with	the	 idea	of	
power.	 Indeed,	 examining	 the	 essential	 connection	 between	 knowledge	 and	 power	 in	 all	
domains	of	social	life,	and	especially	in	particular	knowledge	disciplines	(medicine,	law,	and	so	















and	so,	as	a	 social	 formation,	discourse	 “works	 to	constitute	 reality	not	only	 for	 the	objects	 it	





practices	 through	 which	 specifically	 colonial	 relationships	 have	 been	 organised	 and	
(re)produced.	Crucial	here	as	well	is	the	idea	of	representation,	which	is	a	concept	also	discussed	
by	 Foucault,	 but	 one	 developed	 further	 by	 (among	 others)	 the	 Jamaica-born	 sociologist	 and	
political	activist,	Stuart	Hall,	whose	work	on	racial/cultural	identity	has	profoundly	shaped	the	
area	of	cultural	theory.	In	the	following	section,	I	shall	draw	on	Hall’s	investigations	concerning	
representation	 and	 meaning/signification	 in	 his	 important	 work	 Representation:	 cultural	
representations	and	signifying	practices	(1997).		
3.4 Representation and meaning 
As	Stuart	Hall	notes,	representation	is	essentially	linked	to	meaning;	it	is	“the	process	by	which	
meaning	is	produced	and	exchanged	between	members	of	a	culture”	(Hall,	p.	1997,	p.	15)	and	it	
is	 what	 “connects”	 meaning	 and	 language	 to	 culture.	 Language	 itself	 is	 a	 system	 of	
representation	insofar	as	words	and	signs	“stand-for”	(or	represent)	concepts	and	things;	but	the	
important	point	that	Hall	points	out	is	that	representations	determine	how	we	use	and	interpret	
language,	 and	 therefore	 too	 how	 meaning	 is	 produced.	 Drawing	 on	 Foucault,	 Hall	 basically	
adopts	 a	 constructivist	 approach	which	 says	 that	 the	meanings	we	 ascribe	 to	 things	 through	
language	is	not	inherent	in	those	things,	nor	in	language	itself,	but	is	rather	constructed	through	
those	systems	of	representation	that	determine,	again,	how	language	is	used,	and	how	language	
is	 used	 to	 generate	 meaning.	 Language	 does	 not	 simply	 reflect	 the	 world;	 our	 world	 is	
constructed	 through	 language;	 and	 like	 language	 itself,	 the	 meaning	 that	 it	 produces	 is	
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something	 historically	 and	 contextually	 dependent.	 The	 particular	 systems	 of	 representation	
that	operate	in	a	given	context	determine	what	is	meaningful	and	meaningful	in	what	way.	






Importantly	 too	 for	 Foucault,	 representation	 is	 not	 only	 linked	 to	 meaning	 but	 also	 to	





(and	 the	 activities	 that	 relate	 to	 it)	 is	 produced	 through	 systems	 of	 representation—through	
discourse—in	a	similar	way	(Hall,	1997).	




…discourses	 form	 the	 intersections	 where	 language	 and	 power	 meet.	 Language,	 let	 us	
remember,	is	more	than	simply	a	means	of	communication;	it	constitutes	our	world-view	by	
cutting	up	and	ordering	reality	into	meaningful	units.	The	meanings	we	attach	to	things	tell	
us	 which	 values	 we	 consider	 are	 important,	 and	 how	 we	 learn	 or	 choose	 to	 differentiate	
between	superior	or	inferior	qualities	(McLeod,	2000,	p.	18).		
So,	 it	 is	 through	 colonial	 discourses	 that	 the	 “truth”	 of	 the	 colonised	 subject’s	 inferiority	 is	
produced,	 and	 it	 is	 this	knowledge	 that	permits	 the	colonial	power	 to	 implement	 its	 rule—to	




“a	 critical	 exercise	 of	 cultural	 power	 and	 normalisation”	 (Hall,	 1990,	 pp.	 223-4)	 that	 operates	
through	 the	 colonial	 subject	 herself.	 Knowledge,	 that	 is,	 has	 the	 power	 to	makes	 us	 see	 and	
experience	 ourselves	 in	 conformity	 with	 the	 dominant	 representations	 that	 produce	 it.	 It	 is	





that	 the	 colonial	 subject	 is	 dominated;	 domination	 is	 also	 achieved	 “by	 the	 power	 of	 inner	
compulsion	and	the	subjective	conformation	to	the	norm”	(Hall,	1990,	p.	226).		
It	 is	 too	 easy	 to	 think	of	 power	 as	 simply	 coercive,	 used	 episodically	 by	 sovereign	 actors	 (see	





points	 out.	 The	 colonial	 subject	 is	 not	 only	made	 to	 feel	 inferior	 through	 being	 subjected	 to	
dominant	 representations;	 she	 herself	 may	 come	 to	 believe	 in	 her	 own	 inferiority	 and	
acknowledge	the	“truth”	of	these	representations.		
This	is	related	as	well	to	the	experience	of	“double	consciousness”	(or	“dual	consciousness”)	that	
I	mentioned	 in	 the	previous	 chapter,	 referring	 to	 an	 internal	 conflict	 that	 is	 produced	by	 the	
“clash”	between	an	imposed	set	a	values	and	an	individual's	sense	of	their	self	or	self-worth,	or	
the	sense	of	looking	at	oneself	through	the	eyes	of	an	oppressive	other.	More	broadly,	this	term	
refers	 to	 the	way	 in	which	 the	colonised	subject	must	wear	different	masks	 in	a	 racist	 society	
that	regards	her	as	inferior,	and	so	come	to	identify	with	different	masks	in	different	contexts.		
3.5 Post-colonial art and essentialism 
The	 art	world	 embraced	 essentialism	 in	 the	 1970s	when	 artists	 started	 to	 identify	 themselves	




facts	 about	 women	 (like	 pregnancy	 and	 giving	 birth)	 to	 resist	 any	 claims	 that	 women	 are	
naturally	matched	to	nurture	these	roles	(see	Broude	and	Garrard,	1994).	
	















which	 refers	 to	 the	 positive	 or	 constructive	 use	 of	 essentialism	 for	 political	 purposes	 (Spivak,	
1987).	In	this	framework,	positing	a	group	identity	with	common	features	is	justified	as	a	way	of	
advancing	 the	 group’s	 interests	 while	 continuing	 to	 debate	 and	 contest	 the	 hegemony	 of	 an	
imposed	or	essential	identity	(Lazarus,	2004,	p.	209).	For	instance,	Spivak	refers	to	subordinate	
or	marginalised	social	groups	and	argues	that	they	may	temporarily	put	aside	local	differences	in	




significant	 differences,	 they	 nonetheless	 do	 important	 work.	 The	 formation	 of	 fields	 such	 as	
African	 American	 studies	 and	 Women’s	 studies	 are	 considered	 as	 the	 examples	 of	 strategic	
essentialism.	





































own	 self-representations	 through	 the	 inversion	 of	 racially-coded	 ascribed	 roles	 and	 identities	
(Robertson	 and	 McDaniel,	 2010,	 p.	 52).	 One	 artist	 whose	 practice	 embodies	 such	 a	 form	 of	
resistance	 is	Yinka	Shonibare.	This	London-born	Nigerian	visual	artist	 creates	artworks	across	
various	 mediums	 that	 seek	 to	 show	 the	 contradictions	 of	 both	 contemporary	 and	 historical	
representations	of	Africans	and	the	encoded	hierarchies	of	class	and	race	that	give	rise	to	them.	
In	 a	 series	 of	 photographs	 called	 Diary	 of	 a	 Victorian	 Dandy	 (1998),	 Shonibare	 challenges	
Victorian	era	narratives	concerning	Africans	by	inverting	the	stereotyped	signs	of	otherness	on	
which	they	depend.	Through	the	figure	of	the	“black	dandy”	(played	by	the	artist	himself)	with	
his	 flattering	 white	 servants	 and	 acolytes	 (Shonibare	 MBE	 2009),	 the	 images	 in	 this	 series	
“invert”	the	narrative	that	we	would	usually	see	played	out	in	the	history	of	Western	painting.	
Here	 the	 viewer	 is	 presented	 with	 an	 “unusual”	 scene	 in	 which	 a	 black	 man	 placed	 in	 the	
position	 of	 the	 ruling	 class	 replaces	 the	white	male	 character	 of	 the	well-known	 paintings	 of	
Victorian	 era.	 Through	 these	 images,	 Shonibare	 re-writes	 Eurocentric	 historical	 narratives	 to	
celebrate	 his	 Africanness	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 resist	 the	 subaltern	 image	 of	 black	 people	
preserved	by	white-male	dominated	history.	
This	image	has	been	removed	for	copyright	reasons	







Today	 then,	 such	questions	around	 identity	are	being	explored	as	much	by	artists	 as	 scholars	
and	social	commentators	writing	about	multiculturalism,	diversity	and	globalisation,	with	all	of	
them	seeking	to	reject	damaging	essentialism	and	deconstruct	the	politics	of	racism.	Instead	of	
looking	 for	 points	 of	 similarity	 and	 sameness	 defining	 a	 group,	 internal	 differences,	multiple	
characteristics	 and	 affiliations	 are	 being	 observed	 to	 define	new	 forms	 of	 identity	 that	 reflect	
changing	 realities	 and	 shifting	 contexts	 and	 communities	 (Robertson	 and	McDaniel,	 2010,	 p.	
46).		 									
This	image	has	been	removed	for	copyright	reasons	





more	 deeply	 into	 many	 of	 those	 political	 and	 epistemological	 concerns	 that	 are	 essential	 to	
understanding	the	situation	and	experiences	of	non-Western	subjects	today	in	the	light	of	the	
Western	representational	codes	and	politics.	As	well	as	examining	issues	to	do	with	identity	and	
representation	more	generally,	 I	have	 focussed	on	how	 these	operate	 in	 and	 through	colonial	
discourses	 and	 practices	 such	 as	 Orientalism,	 as	 well	 as	 some	 of	 those	 strategies	 that	
(post)colonial	subjects	and	theorists	have	developed	in	response	to	them,	including	nationalism	
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photographs	 titled	 In-Between	Spaces	 (completed	 in	2011).	As	described	 in	 the	 introduction	 to	
this	exegesis,	the	major	theme	that	I	was	seeking	to	explore	during	this	phase	of	my	creative	arts	
research	had	to	do	with	the	experiences	associated	with	cultural	and	physical	displacement	as	a	






themes	 through	my	 studio	 practice,	 I	 was	 in	 part	 responding	 to	 the	 work	 of	 other	 artists	 of	
similar	 cultural	 background	 to	 myself9,	 or	 asking	 a	 critical	 and	 reflexive	 question	 about	 our	
shared	 situation.	 That	 is,	 observing	 that	 the	 works	 produced	 by	 such	 artists	 often	 tended	 to	
visually	communicate	the	same	themes	around	the	loss	of	connection	to	home	and	the	loss	of	










factors	 about	 the	 experience	 of	 migration:	 firstly,	 that	 the	 sense	 of	 loss	 and	 disconnection	
associated	with	migration	is—for	reasons	examined	earlier—especially	acute	for	diasporas	and	
migrants	 (now	 living	 in	 the	West)	 from	non-Western	or	 culturally-othered	backgrounds;	 and	
secondly,	 that	both	 the	 cause	of	 this	 sense	of	disconnection,	 and	 the	attempt	 to	overcome	 it,	
often	involves	a	process	of	imaginatively	constructing	two	different	homelands:	the	one	that	the	
émigré	has	left	behind,	and	her	new	home—the	place	of	migration—neither	of	which	she	often	
feels	 (any	 longer)	 to	 fully	belong	 to.	Thus,	one	of	 the	main	elements	 in	 this	experience	 is	 the	
sense	 of	 duality—of	 constantly	 looking	 in	 two	 directions,	 and	 experiencing	 one’s	 identity	 as	






other	 marginal	 subjects	 very	 often	 revolve	 around	 ideas	 of	 duality	 or	 doubleness,	 hybridity,	
opposition,	liminality,	juxtaposition,	and	contrapuntality.		 
Moreover,	 the	sense	of	displacement	 just	described—of	not	or	no	 longer	 fully	belonging—not	
only	 explains	 or	 sheds	 light	 on	 the	 sense	 of	 loss	 or	 sadness	 that	 often	 accompanies	 the	




imagined	 romantically	 or	 ideally,	 and	 elements	 of	 this	 “ideal”	 image	 permeate	 her	 diasporic	
existence	 as	 she	 tries	 to	 maintain	 a	 connection	 to	 her	 homeland	 through	 performing	 or	
surrounding	herself	with	its	rituals	and	symbols	in	her	new	home.	So,	objects	holding	cultural	
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the	 cultural	 identity	 a	 migrant	 brings	 with	 her	 is	 not	 incompatible	 with	 the	 dominant	 local	
culture.	But	 this	strategy—the	attempt	to	harmonise	 these	elements	of	her	cultural	 identity—
can	 also	 reduplicate	 or	 heighten	 the	 sense	 of	 being	 split	 that	 she	 already	 feels	 through	 her	
displacement	because	of	the	“clash”	between	these	cultural	elements.	Moreover,	by	surrounding	
oneself	 in	different	ways	with	 these	essentialised	or	 token	examples	of	cultural	belonging,	 the	
migrant’s	 life—aesthetically	 speaking—comes	 to	 take	 on	 an	 almost	 caricatured	 appearance	 of	
superficial	absurdity,	marked	by	juxtaposition	and	exaggeration.		







drew	 on	 in	 making	 this	 series—scenarios	 that	 I	 encountered	 and	 then	 tried	 to	 imagine	
visually—as	well	as	the	sources	of	visual	inspiration	that	contributed	to	the	development	of	the	
visual	language	and	techniques	employed	in	this	series.	




with	 the	 presence	 of	 migrants	 and	 Aboriginal	 people	 in	 their	 proximity.	 From	 my	 work	






their	 clothing,	 as	 an	 indicator	 of	 being	 a	 “genuine”	 Australian.	 After	 a	while,	 the	 flag	 started	
functioning	as	a	danger	alarm	for	me,	defining	a	territory	that	I	should	not	get	close	to.	 
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backyard	 with	 a	 hills-hoist	 in	 it;	 Vegemite,	 kangaroos,	 footie,	 beer,	 and	 slang	 phrases.	 I	
remember	how	I	started	using	Aussie	slang	in	my	conversations	with	people	(obviously	with	a	







non-whites	 in	general.	 I	 remember	my	 first	Australia	Day	experience	 in	Perth	when	I	went	 to	
watch	 the	 fireworks	 at	 Swan	 River.	 There	 was	 a	 large	 crowd	 there,	 a	 mixture	 of	 both	 white	





“Aussie	 Aussie	 Aussie,	 oi	 oi	 oi!”	Not	 long	 after	 the	 firework	 show	 finished,	 a	 group	 of	 young	
white	 Australians,	 who	 were	 evidently	 drunk,	 attacked	 an	 Indian	 family	 who	 were	 sitting	 in	
front	 of	me,	 and	 aggressively	 pulled	 their	 Australian	 flags	 off	 of	 their	 shoulders,	 broke	 down	
their	barbeque	and	started	punching	and	yelling	“We’re	full!”	 
That	incident	terrified	me	and	stuck	with	me	for	a	long	time.	And	many	other	similar	instances	
came	 after,	 in	 which	 I	 was	 also	 confronted	 by	 these	 violent	 acts	 of	 racism	 and	 nationalistic	
fantasies.	 I	 started	studying	and	observing	this	phenomenon	very	closely,	and	this	 is	what	 led	
me	to	pursue	the	creative	arts	research	culminating	in	the	series	In-Between	Spaces.	 
The	 image	 of	 that	 Indian	 woman	 on	 Australia	 day	 in	 her	 Sari	 dress	 and	 the	 Australian	 flag	
wrapped	around	her	shoulders	became	the	starting	point	of	this	series.	To	me,	it	represented	not	
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of	 the	 host	 and	 new	 cultures	 side-by-side	 in	 order	 to	 turn	 the	 frightening	 	presence	 of	 an	
intruder	 (the	 migrant	 or	 refugee)	 into	 something	 strangely	 familiar—has	 proved	 to	 be	 both	
appealing	and	appalling	at	the	same	time.	 
I	was	mostly	drawn	to	the	banality	of	this	display—how	it	is	drawn	to	the	surface	of	things—and	
acted	 out	 by	 the	 general	 public	 every	 day,	 like	 a	 street	 performance	 or	 theater.	 That	 banal	
performance	was	exactly	what	I	wanted	to	portray	in	my	images.	 
4.3 Visual inspiration 
As	 I	 have	 just	 indicated,	 the	 main	 visual	 inspiration	 for	 this	 series	 was	 found	 in	 the	 very	
experiences	 of	 nationalism	 and	 of	 living	 in	 diaspora	 that	 I	 was	 seeking	 to	 communicate	 and	
critique,	 since	 they	 are	 already	 highly	 visual	 and	 often	 superficial.	 However,	 I	 also	 drew	
inspiration	from	multiple	other	resources	that	I	found	most	relevant	to	the	concept	I	was	aiming	
to	communicate	and	which	I	shall	discuss	briefly	here.	






interested	 in	 the	way	 that	 figures	 are	often	portrayed	 in	 these	paintings—their	 theatrical	 and	
performative	gestures	narrating	multiple	stories	on	a	flat	surface.	Persian	miniatures,	to	me,	are	
This	image	has	been	removed	for	copyright	reasons	







So	 I	 started	 off	 by	 making	 images	 that	 were	 replicating	 the	 poses	 and	 compositions	 in	 the	
classical	Persian	miniatures.	I	also	gathered	similar	garments	and	clothing	to	the	ones	illustrated	
in	 the	miniatures,	 and	 studied	 the	 colour	 palate	 of	 the	 paintings	 to	 use	 a	 similar	 one	 in	my	
staged	scenarios.	This	was	intended	to	strongly	reference	to	my	cultural	identity,	but	in	a	loud,	
bold	and	tacky	language.		









surrounding	 the	 historical	 and	 political	 representation	 of	 Black	 identity	 and	 representation.	 I	
was	especially	influenced	by	Shonibare’s	photographic	work—above	all	the	Diary	of	a	Victorian	
Dandy	 (1998)	 (discussed	 earlier),	 and	 The	 Sleep	 of	 Reason	 Produces	 Monstors	 (2008).	While	
Shonibare’s	 work	 deals	 with	 some	 of	 the	 darkest	 moments	 in	 the	 history	 of	 colonisation,	
including	 racism	 towards	 Blacks	 and	 their	 exclusion	 from	 historical	 narratives,	 his	 use	 of	
humour	and	postmodern	techniques	of	juxtaposing	existing	visual	material	filled	with	references	
to	 local	 cultural	 elements	 creates	 a	new	 form	of	 aesthetic	 and	 visual	 critique	 that	 is	 not	 only	
This	image	has	been	removed	for	copyright	reasons	





4.3.3 Staged photography 
The	method	of	 creating	 the	 images	 in	 the	 series	 In-Between	Spaces	and	 their	 style	were	more	
generally	highly	influenced	by	the	genre	of	tableau	or	staged	photography.		
The	 term	 “tableau”	 refers	 to	 the	 French	 tableau	 vivant,	 or	 “living	 picture”,	 which	 describes	 a	




from	 the	 beginning,	 the	 history	 of	 fine	 art	 photography	 became	 closely	 associated	 with	 the	
process	 of	 staging	 and	 stabilising	 the	 subject	matter.	 This	 gave	 rise	 to	 Still	 Life	 and	 portrait	
photography,	 which	 gradually	 became	 more	 and	 more	 narrative	 based,	 involving	 multiple	
characters	and	 scenes.	Notable	examples	are	David	Octavius	Hill	 and	Robert	Adamson	 in	 the	



















In	 contemporary	 photography,	 tableau	 and	 staged	 photography	 usually	 refers	 to	 the	 kind	 of	
image	making	 that	 conveys	 an	 imaginary	 or	meticulous	 scene,	 often	 hyper-real,	 colourful	 or	
more	detailed	and	dramatic	than	the	reality	that	it	is	portraying.	It	is	similar	to	marrying	the	art	
of	the	theatrical	stage	with	that	of	photography	to	narrate	an	entire	story	 in	one	image.	If	the	
images	 are	 created	 as	 a	 series	 (though	 not	 necessary	 a	 sequential	 one),	 then	 this	 normally	























national	 television	 and	 other	 platforms	 dedicated	 to	 celebrating	 the	Australian	 character	 and	






cultures	 evoking	 the	 so-called	 “Orient”.	 	I	 took	 inspiration	 from	Persian	miniature,	which	 is	 a	
visual	artform	that	belongs	not	only	to	Iran,	but	other	countries	as	well	such	as	India,	Pakistan,	
Afghanistan,	 Turkey,	 Tajikistan,	 and	 Mongolia.	 Persian	 miniature	 was	 the	 major	 source	 of	
inspiration	for	the	poses	and	costumes	of	the	fictional	charters	in	these	images.		
The	main	visual	formulae	that	were	employed	involved	juxtaposing	contrasting	elements,	just	as	
we	 see	 on	 the	 surface	 of	 so-called	multicultural	 societies	 (as	 described	 above):	 Oriental	 and	
Western	 cultures	 mixed	 together,	 the	 clash	 of	 tradition	 and	 modernity,	 cultures	 reduced	 to	
symbols	and	exotic	icons;	and	then	each	of	the	visual	elements	chosen	was	exaggerated	in	order	
to	 heighten	 both	 the	 humour	 and	 absurdity	 of	 this	 situation,	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	
underlying	banality	 of	 this	 reality,	which	 is	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	bemused	 look	of	 each	of	 the	
characters	in	the	images.			
4.5 Technical aspects 
All	 of	 the	 images	 were	 shot	 on	 a	 digital	 camera.	 Studio	 lighting	 was	 also	 used	 for	 all	 of	 the	
images	 (both	 the	 indoor	 and	 outdoor	 locations)	 in	 order	 to	 emphasise	 the	 performative	 and	
fictionalised	quality	of	the	photographs	by	creating	a	flattened,	surface	appearance	in	which	all	
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machine	was	 set	 up	behind	 the	 characters	with	 a	 flash	 light	 placed	 on	 the	 opposite	 side	 and	
slightly	 further	back	to	 illuminate	the	smoke	and	make	 it	more	visible	 in	the	resulting	 image.	
The	 effect	 of	 the	 smoke	 machine	 was	 more	 successful	 in	 the	 outdoor	 images	 where	 the	
background	was	darker	and	there	was	more	air	and	room	for	it	to	move.		
It	was	important	for	me	to	include	myself	 in	some	of	the	constructed	scenes,	especially	where	
the	 experience	 I	was	 enacting	was	 directly	 targeted	 at	me.	 In	 these	 instances,	 I	 had	 to	 use	 a	
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titled	 Under	 Western	 Eyes	 (2014).	 Similar	 to	 the	 preceding	 chapters,	 the	 present	 work	 and	
themes	also	relate	to	questions	about	the	politics	of	representation,	particularly	as	they	concern	
the	 non-Western	 female	 subject.	 But	 more	 specifically,	 in	 this	 chapter,	 I	 examine	 how	 such	
politics	operating	within	and	through	the	global	art	scene	have	tended	to	reproduce	a	certain	
image	of	 the	 latter	 subject	 (as	 other,	 inferior,	 and	oppressed),	whilst—almost	 paradoxically—
rewarding	 those	 artists	 of	 similar	 cultural	 background	who	 participate	 in	 the	 production	 and	
reproduction	 of	 these	 representations—even	 when	 they	 ostensibly	 seek	 to	 oppose	 such	
stereotyping	through	their	artworks.	
The	 main	 question	 that	 motivated	 the	 creative	 arts	 research	 that	 culminated	 in	 my	 second	
major	series,	Under	Western	Eyes,	then,	had	to	do	with	why	many	of	the	most	widely	circulated	
and	 commercially	 successful	 works	 of	 (specifically,	 but	 not	 exclusively)	 Iranian	 visual	 artists	
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5.1.1 Iranian art on the global scene 
As	 noted	 above,	 the	 motivation	 to	 pursue	 this	 phase	 of	 my	 creative	 arts	 research	 arose	 in	
response	 to	 my	 observation	 of	 the	 dynamics	 of	 the	 global	 art	 market,	 and	 its	 apparent	
preference	 for	 works	 of	 Middle	 Eastern	 artists	 that	 tended	 to	 communicate	 their	 cultural	
difference	in	fairly	predictable	and	often	superficial	ways.	For	example,	examining	the	works	of	
some	of	 the	most	well-known	visual	artists	 from	Iran	such	as	Shirin	Neshat,	Shadi	Ghadirian,	
Shirin	Ali-Abadi,	 Shahram	Entekhabi	 and	Houra	Yaghoubi,	 as	well	 as	 Iranian	 artists	 based	 in	
Australia	such	as	Nasim	Nasr,	what	was	striking	about	them	to	me—despite	this	diagnosis	in	no	
way	applying	to	all	of	their	produced	works,	nor	to	each	of	them	in	the	same	way11—was	their	
often	singular	 focus	on	 just	a	 few	overarching	 themes:	 female	 identity;	 the	struggle	of	 Iranian	
women;	their	being	caught	between	two	opposing	currents—tradition	and	modernity.	Not	only	
this,	their	works	all	tend(ed)	to	encode	or	communicate	their	subject-matter	in	a	highly	similar,	
and	 almost	 formulaic,	 visual	 language	 involving	 visual	 juxtaposition,	 or	 the	 clash	 of	
heterogenous	elements	and	contexts—an	almost	post-modern	language	of	mélange—and	tying	
together	their	visuality	and	subject-matter,	a	single	recurring	image:	the	veil.	





by	 its	 constant	 presence	 in	 Iranians’	 lives.	 But	 what	 is	 notable	 here	 is	 the	 particular	
foregrounding	and	visibility	of	 the	veil	 in	 these	works:	 the	curious	way	 that	 it	 simultaneously	
frames	its	subject	and	becomes	its	subject—its	excessive	visibility.		

























in	 Iran	 there	 has	 been	 a	 general	 trend	 against	 art-making	 that	 is	 perceived	 as	 relying	 on	 a	
stereotyped	view	of	Iranian	identity,	or	that	is	shaped	in	any	strong	way	by	“the	expectation	and	
evaluation”	of	“others”	(Keshmirshekan,	2010,	p.	491)—works	that	are	perceived	to	be	based	on	a	
“subjective	 exotic	 view”	 of	 what	 is	 Iranian	 and	 contemporary,	 or	 made	 to	 meet	 the	 foreign	
demand	for	culturally	“authentic”	works	(p.	498).	But	it	is	a	trend	that	still	exists	for	some.	In	an	
incendiary	 article	 published	 in	 e-flux,	 for	 instance,	 Barbad	 Golshiri	 (2009)	 writes:	 “I	 have	
distinguished	a	few	dominant	orientations	in	Tehran’s	Art	scene	of	today...	Among	these,	the	art	
market	has	chosen	a	certain	trend:	aestheticization	of	stereotypes”.	But	as	both	Keshmirshekan	
and	 Golshiri	 are	 careful	 to	 observe,	 this	 perceived	 trend—or	 the	 critique	 of	 this	 perceived	
trend—has	much	to	do	with	the	contact	between	Iranian	art(ists)	and	the	global	contemporary	
art	 scene,	which	 is	 itself	 shaped	by	hegemonic	 structures.	 So	 for	 these	 critics,	 and	others	 too	
such	as	Foad	Torshizi	(2012),	the	immediate	question	is	not	necessarily	whether	self-exoticism	







artist	 is	 criticised	by	her	peers	 for	 “stereotyping”,	 this	does	not	necessarily	mean	 that	 she	has	
consciously	 employed	 stereotypes;	 rather,	 it	 often	 reflects	 a	 view	 that	 her	 work,	 its	 visuality,	
lends	 itself	 to	 being	 read	 in	 terms	of	 such	 stereotypes—of	being	 suited	 to	 (if	 not	 consciously	
made	for)	a	particular	“outsider”	gaze.	Similarly,	the	dilemma	for	many	critics	and	artists	alike	is	
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to	do	with	 their	 location:	 their	working	 outside	 Iran,	 or	 in	 closer	 contact	with	European	 and	
North	American	 galleries,	 and	hence	 closer	 to	 the	 “global	 centre”.	However,	 there	 are	 almost	
certainly	 deeper	 reasons	 for	 this	 too—reasons	 that	 have	 to	 do	 not	 only	 with	 the	 aggressive	
commodification	 of	 certain	 artists	 and	 their	 work,	 but	 also	 the	 “politics	 of	 location”	 and	 of	
“reception”	which	work	 together	 to	 construct	what	 Foad	Torshizi	 (following	Hamid	Dabashi)	
has	 referred	 to	 as	 an	 “imaginative	 geography”	 in	 which	 the	 works	 of	 Iranian	 artists	 are	
transformed	“into	tokens	of	their	ethnic	alterity	and	the	falsely	manufactured	pastness	attached	
to	 the	name	of	 their	country”	 (Torshizi,	 2012,	p.	 557).	 I	 say	 “not	only”,	but	 in	 fact	 the	 two	are	
closely	related;	for	the	marketability	of	many	works	of	non-Western	artists,	it	can	be	argued,	has	
everything	to	do	with	the	alterity	industry	operating	in	and	through	the	global	art	scene,	whose	
agents	 do	 not	 simply	 discover	 but	 are	 actively	 involved	 in	 constructing	 the	 aforementioned	
“imaginative	 geography”	 while	 mining	 it	 (or	 its	 inhabitants)	 for	 new	 and	 culturally	 different	
works	to	enrich	the	market.	
This	 then	raises	a	crucial	question	about	 the	way	 in	which	(neo)colonial	and	other	discourses	
are	 not	 only	 involved	 in	 shaping,	 but	 are	 precisely	 sustained	 through	 what	 Tirdad	 Zolghadr		
(2006)	once	humorously	referred	to	as	the	avenues	of	“ethnic	marketing”.	Today,	that	is,	while	
the	 non-Western	 subject	 is	 “authorised”	 to	 speak—to	 re-present	 herself,	 rather	 than	 being	
represented	 as	 in	 earlier	 colonial	discourses—still,	 “the	 ‘representational’	 role	of	non-Western	
artists”,	as	Khaled	Ramadan	(quoted	in	Kesmirshekan,	2015,	p.	119)	notes,	continues	to	be	bound	
up	 with	 the	 strategy	 of	 “cultural	 difference”,	 which,	 he	 adds,	 “is	 now	 being	 institutionally	
legitimised	through	the	construction	of	the	‘post-colonial	other’	that	is	allowed	to	express	itself	
only	 as	 long	 as	 it	 speaks	 of	 its	 own	Otherness”	 (p.	 119).	 From	 a	 slightly	 different	 perspective,	
Keshmirshekan	(2010)	has	also	noted	how	the	problem	of	the	marginality,	or	invisibility,	of	non-
Western	 artists	 is	 bound	 up	 with	 “a	 rather	 perverse	 turn	 of	 thought	 that	 reconceptualizes	
cultural	marginality”	(p.	502).	Continuing,	he	writes:		




an	 excessive	 “visibility”	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 reading	 of	 cultural	 difference	 that	 is	 too	 readily	
marketable.	This	also	relates	to	the	tendency	in	colonial	thought	to	associate	what	is	visually	
verifiable	with	 “truth,”	where	 superficial	 characteristics	 reflect	 the	 inner	 truth	of	being.	 (p.	
503)	
In	 the	 following	 sections,	 then,	 I	 shall	 briefly	 describe	 some	 of	 the	 ideological	 and	discursive	
structures—forces	operating	behind	and	through	the	global	contemporary	art	scene—that	have	
(arguably)	 contributed	 to	 the	 visibility	of	 certain	works	of	 Iranian	artists,	 shaping	 in	different	
ways	what	 is	seen	and	how	 it	 is	seen,	or	how	such	putatively	marginal	works	come	to	acquire	
value	and	meaning	and	serve	different	interests	in	different	contexts.	
5.2 Veiled commodities 
In	 his	 work	 The	 Post-Colonial	 Exotic:	 marketing	 the	 margins,	 Graham	 Huggan	 (2001)	 has	
provided	one	of	the	most	insightful	analyses	describing	the	way	in	which	(what	he	refers	to	as)	




(p.	 5).	The	 former,	 as	he	describes,	 “relates	 to	 an	 ensemble	of	 loosely	 connected	oppositional	
practices,	underpinned	both	by	a	highly	eclectic	methodology	of	 ‘cultural	embattlement’…	and	
by	an	aesthetic	of	 largely	 textualised,	partly	 localised	resistance”	(p.	6).	Postcoloniality,	on	the	
other	hand,	which	Huggan	identifies	as	a	function	of	postmodernity,	describes	a	regime	of	value	
pertaining	to	symbolic	and	material	exchange	“in	which	even	the	language	of	resistance	may	be	




implicitly	 assimilative	 and	 market-driven:	 it	 regulates	 the	 value-equivalence	 of	 putatively	
marginal	products	in	the	global	marketplace.	(p.	6)	
Noting	that	postcolonialism’s	own	“politics	of	value”	is	quite	obviously	opposed	to	such	global	
processes	 of	 commodification,	 Huggan	 observes	 the	 way	 in	 which	 “these	 two	 apparently	
conflicting	 regimes	 of	 value”	 are	 nevertheless,	 or	 have	 become,	 mutually	 entangled	 (p.	 6).	
Moreover,	 his	 entire	 critique	 is	 aimed	 at	 showing	 what	 happens	 when	 putatively	 marginal	
discourses	and	products,	valued	as	loci	of	“resistance	to	socially	imposed	standards	and	coercive	
norms”	 (p.	 20),	 “arrive”	 at	 the	 centre:	 although	 they	 continue	 to	be	 valued	 there—and	not	 in	






which	 this	 occurs:	 commodity	 fetishism,	 which—quite	 revealingly—Huggan	 argues	 “links	 up	
with	 earlier	 forms	 of	 exoticist	 representation,	 arguably	 becoming	 the	 postmodern	 version	 of	
exoticist	mystique”	(p.	18);	and	while	it	is	impossible	to	provide	a	much	deeper	analysis	of	either	
commodity	 fetishism	or	 exoticism	here,	what	 I	do	want	 to	highlight	 (something	 that	Huggan	








the	way	 in	which	many	of	 these	works	 ironically—which	 is	 to	 say,	 knowingly—point	 to	 their	
very	 status	 as	 (exotic,	 fetishised)	 commodities	 through	 their	 own	 visuality.	 Recalling	 Frederic	






(following	 Appadurai)	 an	 “aesthetics	 of	 diversion”	 (p.	 16).	 Noting	 that	 under	 the	 aegis	 of	
postmodern	“exoticism”	the	allure	and	the	value	of	the	exotic	everyday	object	is	“attendant	upon	
its	 diversion”,	 or	 the	 “placing	 [of	 such]	 objects	 and	 things	 in	 unlikely	 contexts”	 (p.	 16)—a	
phenomenon	 that	 describes	 not	 only	 the	 appeal	 of	World	 art	 and	music,	 but	 equally	 current	




That	 is,	 it	 is	 not	 simply	 that	 as	 cultural	 commodities	 these	 artworks	 (because	 they	 contain	
specific	 cultural	 signifiers)	 appear	 detached	 from	 their	 original	 cultural	 contexts;	 often,	 such	
works	 point	within	 themselves,	 through	 their	 visuality,	 to	 their	 own	 decontextualised	 reality.	




suggests—quite	 conspicuously—their	 incompatibility:	 a	 veil-clad	 woman	 peers	 out	 of	 her	
“anachronistic”	 covering	 wearing	 the	 superficial	 signs	 of	 the	 modern	Western	 fashion-loving	
woman—high-heel	 shoes,	 make	 up,	 the	 plaster	 aftermath	 of	 a	 nose	 job—or	 brandishing	
recognisable	tokens	of	their	modernity:	a	coke	can	or	a	mobile	phone.	In	this	way,	a	collision	of	
heterogenous	 but	 clearly	 recognisable	 elements,	 each	 of	 them	 highly	 typified,	 combine	 in	
different	works	to	communicate	different	meanings,	but	many	of	them	broadly	sharing	a	similar	
theme	 to	 do	 with	 a	 singular	 subject,	 “the	 contemporary	 Iranian	 women”—her	 being	 caught	
between	 tradition	and	modernity,	or	 somewhere	beneath	 the	 real	and	symbolic	weight	of	 the	
veil.		
So,	 for	 example,	 in	 one	 of	 her	 most	 well-known	 series,	 Like	 Every	 Day	 (2000-2001),	 Shadi	
Ghadirian	 humorously	 depicts	 Iranian	 women	 using	 home	 utensils	 shrouded	 in	 colourful	
patterned	fabric	(clearly	recalling	the	image	of	the	chador),	“ironically	exaggerating	misogynist	
typecasts”	related	to	their	assigned	roles	as	domestic	“slaves”	in	order	to	challenge	their	negative	
stereotyping	 (Saatchi	 Gallery,	 n.d.).	 Similarly,	 in	 her	 Ghajar	 series	 (1998-1999),	 Ghadirian	
recreates	 Ghajar-era	 portraits	 of	 Iranian	 women—each	 of	 them	 “jarringly	 interrupted	 by	 the	
presence	 of	 contemporary	 products—a	 phone,	 boom-box,	 hoover,”	 in	 order	 “to	 describe	 a	
contemporary	 Iranian	 female	experience	of	existing	as	 if	outside	of	 time”	while	 “pointing	 to	a	
culture	clash	of	tradition	and	progress”.	Each	of	the	women,	too,	is	defiant;	they	“stare	out	from	















young	 Iranian	women	displaying	 the	current	 fashion	 trends	 in	order	 to	capture	 “the	aesthetic	
nuances	that	shape,	reshape	and	reinvent	the	identity	of	the	new	Iranian	girl”.	She	shows	how	


















(female)	 artist	 might	 seek	 to	 explore	 these	 issues	 through	 the	 medium	 of	 their	 practice.	





art-making—and	 one	 focused	 on	 a	 fairly	 narrow	 range	 of	 thematic	 concerns—has	 been	
embraced	so	one-sidedly,	and	so	(arguably)	come	to	be	seen	as	representative	of	Iranian	art.	In	






that	 is	 (or	 was)	 more	 widely	 used	 and	 recognised,	 in	 part	 perhaps	 because	 it	 reflects	 our	
























that	 came	 to	 the	 fore	 in	 the	 post-Revolutionary	 period,	 but	 also	 the	 cultural	 and	 political	
hegemony	of	the	West,	or	the	forces	that	continue	to	construct	Iran	as	an	other.	Again,	it	might	
be	 said	 that	 it	 is	 their	 shared	 concern	with	 “doubleness”	 (of	 identity,	 history	 and	 so	 on)	 that	
unites	the	postcolonial	and	contemporary	Iranian	experience	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	latter	to	
postmodernism	as	a	 form	of	(cultural)	 “critique”	and	art-making,	and	as	a	style	of	 thought	on	
the	other—their	“twofold	vision”.	Similarly,	both	are	engaged	in	ways	of	disrupting—of	revolting	
against—attempts	 to	 enforce	 cultural	 sameness	 through	 the	 revalorisation	 of	 marginality	 or	
difference.	But	notably	too,	and	as	Hutcheon	(1989,	p.	154)	notes,	this	struggle—the	attempt	on	
both	sides	to	counter	a	dominant	pattern—is	nevertheless	one	that	occurs	within	the	dominant	
paradigm;	 and	 it	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 irony	 or	 parody	 and	 other	 “split	 discourses”	 become	
especially	relevant	as	vehicles	not	only	for	the	expression	of	this	condition—of	marginality—but	
also	as	tools	of	subversion.	Hutcheon	then	crucially	points	to	the	fact	that,	as	forms	of	critique,	
they	are	 each	 in	 some	way	 (albeit	 in	different	ways)	 complicit	 in	 the	very	 cultural	dominants	
that	they	seek	to	challenge—just	as	Hellen	Tiffin	(1988)	had	earlier	noted	the	way	in	which	post-
colonial	 literature	 is	 inevitably	 “informed	 by	 the	 imperial	 vision”	 (p.	 172).	 Furthermore,	while	
Hutcheon	 and	others	 have	 been	 careful	 to	 note	 that	 postcolonial	 criticism	differs	 from	many	
expressions	of	postmodernism	in	this	sense	at	least,	that	it	has	a	more	distinct	political	agenda—
or	 as	 Huggan	 (2001,	 p.	 6)	 observes,	 in	 that	 it	 “does	 not,	 or	 at	 least	 does	 not	 aim	 to,	 share	
[postmodernism’s]	 somewhat	 irresponsible	 lack	 of	 commitment,	 its	 self-regarding	 obsession	
with	 play”—what	 she	 perhaps	 fails	 to	 draw	 out	 is	 that	 regardless	 of	 the	 political	 or	 other	
intention	 that	 stands	 behind	 it,	 the	 very	 language	 of	 postcolonial	 artistic	 production	
unfortunately	makes	 it	 indistinguishable	 from	the	 latter	(postmodernism)	much	of	the	time—
that	is,	from	an	audience	perspective.	
Thus—and	returning	to	my	main	 focus—it	might	be	argued	that	 the	sort	self-reflexivity	
and	 (often)	 ironic	 forms	 of	 expression	 through	 which	 many	 Iranian	 artists	 have	 sought	 to	





contends	that	 they	“perpetuate	the	dominant	 image	 in	a	very	direct	way…”;	 that	 is,	 they	“take	
advantage	of	doxa	and	hegemony	and	submit	to	it	in	the	name	of	subversion”.	More	concretely,	





seeking	 to	 subvert.	 	 Thus,	 Ghadirian’s	 Ghajar	 series	 “embraces	 ‘our	 anachronistic	 life’	 as	
common	wisdom	does:	Westoxication”—a	visual	statement	that	is	intended	ironically	here,	but	
reflecting	 a	 view	 that	 is,	 nevertheless,	 shared	 by	 the	 ministry	 of	 culture	 in	 Iran.	 Similarly,	
Golshiri	writes	that		






are	 all-too-easily	 read	 by	 non-local	 audiences.	 More	 broadly,	 the	 question	 concerns	 whether	
such	 visual	 strategies	 employing	 split	 discourses	 are	 indeed	 capable	 of	 challenging	 dominant	
narratives	from	within,	supposing	that	this	is	at	least	one	of	their	aims.	
Here,	 then,	we	 arrive	once	more	 at	Huggan’s	 competing	 “regimes	of	 value”,	 discussed	 earlier.	
Again,	Huggan	points	 to	 the	way	 in	which	the	 language	of	 resistance	 is	 so	easily	manipulated	
and	 consumed	 once	 it	 encounters	 the	 value-regulating	 mechanisms	 underlying	 systems	 of	
commodity	 exchange;	 and	 regarding	 the	 circulation	 of	 works	 of	 Iranian	 artists	 outside	 Iran	
specifically,	 what	 the	 preceding	 analysis	 was	 intended	 to	 show	was	 that	 it	 is	 not	merely	 the	
reception	 of	marginal	 or	 culturally-othered	 goods	within	 the	 global	 art	 scene	 that	 is	 relevant	
here,	but	their	very	visual	language	or	way	of	encoding	certain	information,	and	indeed	the	fact	
that	it	is	this	very	language	that	explains	their	excessive	visibility.	
In	 connection	 with	 this	 point,	 it	 is	 worth	 highlighting	 too	 that	 it	 is	 not	 only	 the	 (narrowly	
understood)	political	or	oppositional	content	of	 such	works	 that	 tends	 to	be	compromised	by	
this	 assimilative	 tendency	 of	 the	 market	 but	 also	 the	 very	 strategy	 of	 highlighting	 or	
communicating	 cultural	 difference.	 Here,	 recalling	 Huggan’s	 (2001)	 crucial	 observation	 that	
commodity	fetishism	“links	up	with	earlier	forms	of	exoticist	representation”	(p.	18),	it	could	be	
argued	that	the	visibility	or	success	of	certain	works	of	Iranian	artists	outside	Iran	has	also	to	be	
explained	by	 their	 being	 so	 suited	 to	 being	 re-read	 or	 valued	within	 the	 structures	 of	 certain	
exoticist	modes	of	production.	Noting	that	exoticism	is	“in	one	sense,	a	control	mechanism	of	
cultural	 translation	which	relays	the	other	 inexorably	back	again	to	the	same”	(p.	 14),	Huggan	
describes	how	“the	exotic	functions	dialectically	as	a	symbolic	system,	domesticating	the	foreign,	
the	culturally	different	and	the	extraordinary”	(p.	14)—an	attempt	to	“to	ensure	the	availability	
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of	 the	margins	 for	 the	mainstream”	 whilst	 “keeping	 it	 out	 of	 harmful	 reach”	 (p.	 23)	 through	
assigning	 new	 but	 predictable	meanings	 to	 the	 unfamiliar,	 or	 a	 way	 of	 enriching	 the	market	
without	threatening	its	abiding	logic.	So,	as	Huggan	writes,	exoticism	“in	this	context,	might	be	
described	as	a	kind	of	semiotic	circuit	that	oscillates	between	the	opposite	poles	of	strangeness	
and	 familiarity,”	 such	 that	 “[w]ithin	 this	 circuit,	 the	 strange	 and	 the	 familiar,	 as	 well	 as	 the	
relation	between	 them,	may	be	 receded	 to	 serve	 different,	 even	 contradictory,	 political	 needs	
and	ends”	(p.	13).	
It	must	 be	 emphasised	 then	 that	 the	 frequent	 labelling	 of	 certain	works	 of	 Iranian	 artists	 as	
“exotic”	 or	 “stereotyping”	 (a	 charge	 often	 thrown	 about	 by	 other	 Iranian	 critics	 or	 artists)	 is,	
perhaps,	 unfair;	 for	 as	 the	 preceding	 points	 suggest,	 what	 is	 considered	 typical	 or	 exotic	
describes	 in	 the	 first	 place	 a	 system	or	mode	 of	 perception,	 and	 only	 secondarily—and	 quite	
vaguely—the	 object	 that	 might	 exude	 this	 sense	 to	 a	 particular	 viewer	 or	 class	 of	 viewers.	







unrecognisable,	 to	most	Western	viewers,	 it	may	appear	 strangely	 familiar	 to	 them—which	 is	
precisely	to	say,	exotic—and	even	stereotypical,	but	not	legible	as	such.	Were	it	actually	legible	
to	them,	it	would	perhaps	appear	as	exotic	as	their	own	English	writing.		
This	 points	 to	 a	 genuine	 dilemma	 for	 Iranian	 artists	 then—as	 indeed	 for	 any	marginal	 artist	
engaged	 in	 communicating	 local	 or	 culturally	 specific	 knowledge	 to	 non-local	 audiences.	 For	




be	 used	 to	 oppose	 or	 the	 underlying	 mechanisms	 through	 which	 cultural	 difference	 and	
oppositional	discourses	are	frequently	assimilated	to	the	logic	of	the	market.	
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5.3 A mirror and screen 
In	 this	 section,	 I	 shall	 discuss	 how	 some	 of	 the	 concerns	 discussed	 above	 are	 related	 to	 the	
reception	 of	 many	 of	 those	 artworks	 in	 which	 images	 of	 veiled	 female	 subjects	 appear	
prominently,	 and	 how	 this	 overlaps	 with	 issues	 about	 the	 politics	 of	 representation	 or	 the	
contested	 status	 of	 the	 identity	 of	 women	 of	 Islamic	 background,	 including	 how	 they	 are	
perceived	 in	 the	West.	For	as	many	critics	have	observed,	 in	 recent	decades,	 images	of	 veiled	
women	 have	 been	 constantly	 reappearing	 in	 contemporary	 art	 exhibitions	 that	 are	 aimed	 at	
promoting	 what	 is	 often	 vaguely	 referred	 to	 as	 “contemporary	 art	 from	 the	 Middle	 East”.		
Indeed,	the	veil	has	arguably	come	to	serve—particularly	in	the	West—as	a	recurrent	and	rather	
fixed	signifier	of	female	Islamic	or	even	Iranian	or	Middle	Eastern	identity.	
A	 typical	 criticism	directed	 at	 the	 uses	 of	 images	 of	 the	 veil	 (or	 the	 veiled	 female	 subject)	 in	
visual	artworks	is	that	 it	tends	to	show	Islamic	women	as	a	singular,	monolithic	group—as	an	
identical	 and	 homogenous	 group	 of	 “victims”.	 As	 a	 visual	 signifier	 and	 marker	 of	 cultural	
identity,	it	is	argued,	the	veil	envelops	its	subjects	in	too	severe	a	manner,	eclipsing	the	local	and	
personal	 identities	of	those	who	embrace	it	(or	those	whom	it	embraces).	At	the	same	time,	a	




visual	 representations	 may	 feed	 into	 and	 support	 dominant	 attitudes	 about	 non-Western	
women	and	their	locality,	positioning	them	in	relatively	fixed	ways	and	as	a	semi-real	category	at	
best.	Once	 again,	 in	 the	 context	 that	 I	 am	discussing,	 the	question	 about	what	 an	 artist	may	

























such	 reflected	 readings	 (which	 may	 be	 more	 or	 less	 benign)	 and	 a	 certain	 way	 of	 visually	
encoding	the	veil—its	excessive	visibility.	
By	way	of	example,	we	might	consider	Shahram	Entekhabi’s	 series	 Islamic	Vogue	 (2001-2005),	
which	 aims	 to	 “openly	 [confront]	 the	 question	 of	 visibility	 and	 Islamic	 alienation”,	 as	well	 as	
European	perceptions	about	the	veil	(which	has	become	a	topic	of	security	debate,	and	which	is	
often	 seen	 “as	 a	 symbol	 of	 the	 subjugation	 of	 women	 in	 the	 name	 of	 religion”)	 while	 also	
















a	 surface	 level	 of	 visual	 play	 or	 juxtaposition	 that	 is	 in	 some	 way	 designed	 to	 disrupt	 our	
expectations,	 but	 also	 an	 overlapping	 concern	with	 issues	 to	 do	with	 the	 self-perception	 and	
contested	identity	of	a	relatively	fixed	category	of	subjects:	“contemporary	Iranian”	or	“Islamic”	
women.	Furthermore,	what	it	also	shares	in	common	with	them	is	its	concern	with	the	different	
gazes	directed	at	 these	groups:	how	a	certain	 “we”	or	 “they”	perceive	ourselves/themselves,	or	
how	 an	 “Other”	 perceives	 them/us,	 and	 using	 a	 sort	 of	 knowing	 humour	 to	 critique	 these	
perceptions.	 But	 as	 described	 earlier,	 this	 effect	 is	 achieved	 in	 one	 way	 only	 through	
provisionally	submitting	to,	or	admitting,	the	very	stereotyped	image	that	it	seeks	to	parody	or	
invert.	Again,	this	is	 just	irony	of	course,	and	the	formula	for	most	joke-telling	whose	humour	
depends	 on	 disrupting	 our	 expectations	 apropos	 some	well-known	 racial	 or	 other	 stereotype.	
But	 what	 is	 notable,	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 intended	 effects	 of	 such	 visual	
strategies	are	so	unstable	despite	operating	within	a	relatively	closed	circuit	of	meaning.	So,	for	
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or	 gazes	 directed	 towards	 the	 veiled	 subject	 but	 in	 expressing	 an	 artist’s	 own	 personal	
experience	of	the	limiting	and	oppressive	effects	of	 living	beneath,	or	 in	the	midst	of,	the	veil.	
More	 specifically,	 by	 presenting	 the	 veiled	 female	 subject	 in	 a	 highly	 typified	 way	 that	
foregrounds	certain	attributes	associated	with	an	individual’s	own	perception	and	experiences,	it	
may	 result	 in—whether	 this	 is	 intended	 or	 not—an	 artwork’s	 being	 read	 as	 just	 such	 a	
commentary,	and	one	carrying	more	weight	because	of	its	personal/experiential	dimension.	But	
here	too,	this	“commentary”	may	simply	feed	into	and	support	certain	pre-existing	assumptions	
held	 by	 different	 viewers,	 thus	 reproducing	 systems	 of	 knowledge	 that	 discursively	 position	
different	 subjects	 in	 different	 (binarily	 opposed)	 ways.	 That	 is,	 when	 such	 an	 artwork	 itself	
employs	 fairly	 straightforward	 oppositions	 (again,	 involving	 juxtaposition	 and	 playing	 on	
audience	 knowledge/expectation	 and	 so	 on)	 and	 super-saturated	 symbols	 that	 are	 used	 to	







than	departing	 from	the	substantial	sense	of	what	we	already	know,	what	 is	more	 likely	to	be	
perceived	 as	 “novel”	 in	 the	 work	 of	 art	 employing	 stereotypes	 is	 largely	 the	 effect	 of	 their	









metaphorically	 but	 literally—or	 vaguely	 both	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 Here,	 the	 danger	 is	 that	 the	
boundary	between	the	sign	(in	its	multiple	functions)	and	the	referent	may	be	lost	sight	of,	or	
that	 the	 former	may	 carry	 an	 excess	 of	meaning,	 so	 that	 the	 “particularity”	 of	 its	 referents	 is	
crushed	under	the	weight	of	metaphor.	
A	 particularly	 strong	 example	 of	 this	 is	 arguably	 found	 in	 the	 Australian-based	 Iranian	 artist	
Nasim	Nasr’s	work	Women	in	Shadow	(2011),	which	incorporates	similar	elements	to	those	found	
in	her	previous	work	such	as	Unveiling	the	Veil	(2010),	Erasure	(2010),	and	Rebirth	(2009).	As	part	
of	Women	 in	 Shadow,	 Nasr	 staged	 a	 “fashion”	 show	 featuring	 catwalk	 models	 clad	 in	 black	
chadors	and	sporting	heavy	black,	gothic-looking	eye	makeup.	Wearing	otherwise	plain	though	
coldly	 haunting	 faces,	 the	 models	 slowly	 and	 ominously	 walked	 up	 and	 down	 the	 catwalk,	
occasionally	posing	between	 the	 two	 facing	groups	of	audience	members,	 split	by	gender;	 the	
only	 other	 “incongruous”	 element	 about	 their	 attire	 being	 their	 high-heel	 shoes,	 just	 visible	
below	 their	 chadors,	 which	 serve	 as	 the	 only	 visual	 link	 between	 these	 models	 and	 their	
glamourous/commercial	 setting—everything	 else	 appearing	 out	 of	 place,	 precisely	 because	 of	
our	expectations.	
	








Exploring	 issues	to	do	with	cultural	 identity,	 the	“chador”,	 “erasure”,	 “the	gaze”	and	“shadow”,	





history,	 and	being	 silenced	without	 visibility”	 (Nasr,	 2011).	Thus,	while	Nasr	 is	 careful	 to	note	
that	 this	 work	 is	 ostensibly	 about	 her	 own	 experience,	 the	 viewer	 is	 naturally	 inclined—and	
encouraged—to	read	this	work,	whether	directly	or	indirectly,	as	a	strong	critique	of	the	practice	
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This	 reading	 is	 fully	 corroborated	 too	by	Professor	Catherine	 Speck	 (2011),	who	 contributed	 a	
piece	for	the	exhibition	programme.	She	observes:	
The	Iranian	Revolution	of	1979	ushered	in	an	Islamic	State,	and	its	associated	fundamentalist	
codes	 immediately	 impacted	upon	women,	 intellectuals,	 artists	 and	 free	 thinking	 citizens.	
Women	were	ordered	to	wear	the	chador	when	out	of	doors,	and	inside	the	home	in	front	of	
strangers.	Nasr’s	 performative	 art	 speaks	 on	behalf	 of	women	 currently	 living	 in	 Iran	who	
have	 to	 observe	 this	 fundamentalist	 dress	 code,	 and	 to	 Iranian	 émigrés	 who	 carry	 the	
cultural	memory	of	being	disenfranchised.	(p.	9)	
Speck	 here	 provides	 the	 reader/viewer	 with	 a	 discursive	 reminder	 supporting	 Nasr’s	 visual	
suggestion	 that	 the	 chador,	 specifically,	 is	 an	 all-embracing	 and	 suffocating	 reality	 in	 Iran,	
suggesting	erroneously—or	without	qualification—that	(all?)	“women	currently	living	Iran”	are	
still	 “ordered	 to	wear	 the	 chador	when	 out	 of	 doors”	 (p.	 9),	when	 in	 fact	 the	 fundamentalist	
dress	code	that	applies	is,	while	still	being	fundamentalist,	not	in	fact	the	chador.	But	it	makes	a	
more	striking	 image,	and	the	uninformed	reader	 is	not	 likely	 to	notice,	even	though	someone	
who	 is	 forced	 to	 wear	 one	 certainly	 would.	 Furthermore,	 Speck	 has	 her	 cast	 of	 heroes	 and	
villains	 play	 their	 familiar	 roles.	 After	 commenting	 on	 the	 way	 in	 which	 this	 dress	 code	
“fundamentally	disempowers	women”,	leading	to	their	“loss	of	freedom,	loss	of	identity	and	loss	
of	corporeal	presence”,	she	observes:	




Nevermind	 that	 this	 “secret	wardrobe”	 is,	 curiously,	described	 in	 terms	well	 suited	 to	another	
kind	of	objectifying	male	gaze;	this	statement	corroborates	 in	words	another	reading	of	Nasr’s	
work	 that	 lies	 just	 beneath	 the	 surface:	 by	 becoming	 “like”	 the	 ideal	 fashion-loving	Western	
woman,	the	uniformly	oppressed	Muslim	woman	(who	is	identical	to	all	other	Muslim	women)	
shall	escape	her	victim	status.	
Furthermore,	 what	 is	 striking	 is	 that	 the	 visual	 metaphor	 that	 is	 used	 to	 carry	 this	
meaning/message—or	 one	 side	 of	 the	 binary	 opposition	 that	 it	 sets	 up:	 the	 black	 chador—is	
caught	between	its	purely	symbolic	and	concrete	designation.	The	chador	(especially	the	black	
chador),	that	is,	is	just	one	of	the	concrete	expressions	that	veiling	takes	in	Iranian	society;	but	it	
is	 a	powerful	 visual	metaphor	 that	 for	many	captures	 the	oppressive	 reality	of	 veiling,	period.	
Here,	in	Women	in	Shadow,	it	would	not	have	suited	Nasr’s	aims	to	portray	her	veiled	subjects	in	
the	way	 that,	 say,	Ali-Abadi	does	 in	Miss	Hybrid,	where	 the	hejab	 appears	out	of	place,	 to	be	
sure,	but	more	quirky	than	suffocating.	And	this	is	right,	because	it	is	how	Nasr	experienced	it.	
But	again,	 since	 that	experience	 is	being	communicated	here,	 at	 least	 in	part,	metaphorically,	
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albeit	 through	 the	 medium	 of	 a	 concrete	 and	 historically/locally	 specific	 (and	 recognisable)	
image,	it	is	notable	that	this	artwork	is	only	able	to	communicate	its	meaning	through	a	kind	of	




eyes.	But	 since	 this	metaphor	corresponds,	 albeit	 in	an	exaggerated,	 sensationalised	way,	 to	a	
limited	but	concrete	historical	reality,	it	is	likely—and	not	accidentally—to	be	read	as	a	pointed	
commentary.	As	a	concrete	symbol,	 it	serves	to	locate	a	particular	group;	then	as	metaphor,	 it	
violently	 embraces	 (by	 forcing	 them	 into	 it)	 an	 entire	 category	 of	 women;	 and	 finally,	 it	
demonises	them.	
Naturally	 this	 will	 happen	 to	 different	 degrees	 among	 different	 audiences—those	 possessing	
different	 levels	 or	 varieties	 of	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 in	 relation	 to	 such	 works’	 subject	
matter.	And	whether	or	not	 they	are	 read	as	 targeted	commentaries	or	as	 records	of	personal	
experience	(which	different	viewers	will	recognise/identify	with	in	different	ways),	it	does	raise	a	
question	about	the	intended	or	unintended	effects	that	may	be	produced	by	such	works	among	
different	 audiences	 and	 in	 different	 contexts.	 For	 example,	 an	 Iranian	 woman	 who	 has	
experienced	 living	 under	 Iran’s	 restrictive	 laws	 may	 identify	 strongly	 with	 the	 personal	
experience	 communicated	 in	Women	 in	 Shadow	 (and	 for	 her	 it	may	 even	 serve	 as	 a	 form	 of	
therapy),	 while	 for	 an	 audience	 member	 who	 has	 not,	 it	 will	 at	 best	 simulate	 part	 of	 that	
experience,	and	perhaps	serve	more	as	a	commentary.	But	in	this	case,	we	may	ask	whether	the	
particular	 formula	 used	 to	 simulate	 this	 experience—and	 if	 it	 is	 read	 in	 this	 way,	 the	
“knowledge”	that	it	ostensibly	provides—might	not	have	other	unintended	effects.	
Obviously,	one	danger	in	communicating	in	this	way	is	that,	lacking	the	same	knowledge	as	the	
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of	 colonial	discourses.	That	 is,	 granting	 that	 it	 is	 through	 the	construction	of	 an	other	 (like	a	
mirror	image	of	the	self)	that	the	subject	discovers	itself	as	a	separate	subject,	thereby	gaining	
self-awareness	and	mastery,	it	might	be	argued	that	these	images	function	in	the	context	of	their	
wider	circulation	 in	 the	West	 in	much	the	same	way	that	 they	have	always	 functioned	within	
colonial	discourses—but	with	a	spin.	For	while	the	latter-day	construction	of	the	female	Muslim	
as	 uniformly	 “oppressed”	 still	 has	 everything	 to	 do	with	 the	 ideological	mechanisms	 through	
which	various	Western	powers	justify	their	military	excursions	into	the	Middle	East,	it	has	to	be	
noted	too	that—again,	just	as	in	earlier	colonial	discourses—such	discourses	operate	on	a	much	
more	 intimate	 level	as	well.	That	 is,	 recalling	 the	very	precise	 sense	 in	which,	as	Edward	Said	
(2003)	 notes,	Western	 representations	 of	 the	 “Orient”	 (which	 is	 always	 described	 in	 negative	
terms	that	discursively	construct	the	West	as	superior)	have	historically	been	vital	in	helping	the	










real	or	 imagined	 freedom	through	her	own	act	of	will;	 for	her,	 this	 sublimated	act	of	 viewing	
may	also	result	in	a	sort	of	veiling	of	the	circumstances	surrounding	her	own	lack	of	freedom.		
Standing	back,	a	 less	contentious	but	still	crucial	point,	perhaps,	 is	one	that	 the	transnational	
feminist	 Chandara	 Monhanty	 (1988)	 raised	 in	 her	 famous	 article,	 “Under	 Western	 Eyes”.	
Questioning	the	tacitly	hierarchical	language	that	is	often	found	in	Western	feminist	literature,	
and	which	often	presents	all	third	world	women	as	an	identical	group	of	victims,	she	notes	the	
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way	 in	 which	 Western	 feminism	 might	 be	 seen	 as	 enacting	 another	 kind	 of	 discursive	







marginal	 cultural	 background	 such	 as	 myself	 who	 is	 engaged	 in	 producing	 art	 that	 aims	 to	
communicate	 both	 local	 and	 global	 concerns	 to	 a	 non-local	 audience	 should	 approach	 her	
creative	 practice	 given	 that	 she	 is	 destined	 to	 find	 herself	 pulled	 in	 opposing	 directions,	 or	
caught	between	different	competing	 forces	or	 interests	at	different	 times.	As	a	 site	of	cultural	
translation,	that	is,	the	non-Western	artist	who	is	engaged	in	making	work	that	is	destined	to	be	
read	by	a	Western	audience,	she	must	not	only	contend	with	the	immediate	problems	of	finding	
ways	 to	 speak	 in	 a	 global	 language	 about	 the	 local,	 nor	 yet	 simply	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 global	
language	is	still	in	some	ways	parochially	owned	by	the	West,	in	the	sense	that	Iranian	and	other	





to	 this	 situation	 through	 her	 art,	 I	 produced	 a	major	 body	 of	 work	 (completed	 in	 2014)	 that	
sought	to	address	many	of	these	issues.	In	this	series,	Under	Western	Eyes,	my	main	aim	was	not	
to	 correct	 this	 situation	 through	presenting	 an	ostensibly	 “truer”	 image	and	 representation	of	
the	 female	 Muslim	 or	 Iranian	 subject,	 but	 rather	 to	 mirror	 back	 audience	 expectation	 (re-
employing	many	 of	 the	 familiar	 tropes	 described	 above	 in	 exaggerated	 and	 ironic	 fashion)	 in	
order	to	highlight	the	way	in	which	such	images	function	within	a	market	in	which	such	cultural	
goods	 both	 function	 as	 commodities	 and,	 more	 problematically,	 reflect/reproduce	 the	
ideological	positioning	of	their	(non-Western)	subjects	vis-à-vis		their	(Western)	audiences.			
In	 the	 following	chapter,	 I	will	present	a	 summary	and	analysis	of	 the	process	of	making	 this	
work.			
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both	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 postmodern	 exotic	 appeal	 and,	 more	 problematically,	 the	 ideological	




The	 resulting	 work,	 titled	 Under	 Western	 Eyes,	 is	 a	 series	 of	 nine	 digitally	 manipulated	
photographs	that	employ	a	pop-art	visual	language	to	depict,	in	a	highly	stylised	way,	images	of	
veiled	Muslim	women	 surrounded	 by	 signs	 of	modern	Western	 fashion	 and	 consumption.	 In	
depicting	 this	 singular	 subject	 in	 this	 way,	 my	 basic	 aim	 was	 to	 mirror	 back	 the	 (Western)	
viewer’s	 assumptions	 and	desires	 in	 relation	 to	 such	 images:	 that	 is,	 their	 status	 as	 exoticised	




cartoon-ish	character	of	 the	 images	 is	meant	to	underscore	the	hyperreality	of	such	 images	of	
the	exotic	other	today—the	fact	that	such	images	are	like	signs	without	referents.				
6.2 Visual formula and technical aspects 
In	setting	out	to	make	the	series	‘Under	Western	Eyes,	then,	my	first	aim	was	to	develop	a	visual	
regime	and	language	that	would	communicate	all	of	these	concerns	immediately,	or	directly	on	






subject.	 These	 included	 works	 by	 Shirin	 Neshat,	 Shahram	 Entekhabi,	 Shadi	 Ghadirian,	 Lala	
Essayedi,	Majida	 Khattari,	 Niloufar	 Banisadr,	 Nasim	Nasr,	 Parastou	 Forouhar,	 Shirin	 Aliabadi	
and	many	more.		
I	started	listing	all	the	recurring	themes	and	visual	elements	that	were	used	in	the	works	of	these	
artists.	 These	 included:	 the	 veil	 or	 the	 chador,	 Persian/Islamic	 calligraphy,	 images	 of	
domesticity,	symbols	indicating	the	tension	between	tradition	and	modernity,	Islamic	signifiers,	
and	 images	 of	 violence	 (a	 gun),	 alongside	 visual	 elements	 indicating	 the	 reality	 of	 women	
beneath	the	forced	enclosure	of	the	veil	(sexual,	secretly	fashion	loving,	and	rebellious).		
My	initial	idea	was	to	make	a	series	of	self-portraits	using	a	photo-collage	technique	to	combine	
all	 the	above	themes	together	 in	an	exaggerated	and	humoristic	 language.	Again,	this	strategy	







recognise	 those	 elements	 from	 the	 images	 that	 they’ve	 seen	 before.	 I	 used	 a	 Chroma-Key	
backdrop	 (green	 screen)	 so	 that	 I	 could	 manipulate	 my	 images	 in	 Photoshop	 (changing	 the	
background	colour	or	combining	different	images	together	to	produce	a	collage).		
	 	 	 	
	
72	

















































referencing	 the	 mass	 produced	 nature	 of	 images	 as	 commodities,	 while	 downplaying	 the	
originality	of	the	artist	in	producing	a	piece	of	art.		
 
These	 characteristics	 of	 Pop	 Art—its	 striking	 and	 simply	 visual	 vocabulary,	 the	 use	 of	































famous	 figures.	 The	 reproduced	 and	 reproducible	 quality	 of	 his	 images	 served	 to	 flatten	 the	
identity	of	the	individuals	depicted;	and	adorned	by	a	colorful	palette	and	bare	use	of	decoration	




art	world.	 I	chose	one	portrait	 from	Shirin	Neshat’s	 famous	series	Women	of	Allah	 (1998)	and	
Andy	Warhol’s	portrait	of	Marylyn	Monroe	(1962).	I	decided	to	replicate	the	two	and	combine	
bits	and	pieces	of	each	in	one	image,	then	add	a	few	other	elements	like	sunglasses	and	a	blond	
wig	 to	 highlight	 the	 clichéd	 method	 of	 juxtaposing	 traditional	 and	 modern	 identities	 that	 I	












































of	 artists	 who	 use	 calligraphy	 and	 text	 in	 their	 images	 to	 communicate	 meanings	 with	 an	
audience	who	does	not	understand	the	language,	but	merely	sees	it	as	an	exotic	and	decorative	












as	 no	 other	 woman	 before	 her	 had	 ever	 dared	 to	 speak	 so	 freely	 on	 the	 subjects	 of	 female	
emotional	and	sexual	desires”	(ibid).	
	So	here	Neshat’s	images	of	covered	and	concealed	women	are	a	form	of	mourning	for	the	lost	
ability	 of	 a	woman	 to	 express	 herself	 as	 radically	 as	 Farokhzad,	who	 lived	 before	 the	 Islamic	
revolution	and	fought	for	women’s	freedom.	This	was	Neshat’s	reaction	to	seeing	Iran	years	after	
the	revolution	happened	and	facing	a	different	reality	of	her	country	(ibid).	She	then	continues	
to	 describe	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 text	 in	 her	 second	 series,	 Women	 of	 Allah,	 in	 which	 she	
“visualizes	the	personal	and	public	lives	of	women	living	under	extreme	religious	commitment”	
(ibid).	 Here	 Neshat’s	 criticism	 concerns	 women	 who	 express	 their	 solidarity	 with	 men	 in	
rejection	 of	 Western	 cultural	 imperialism	 through	 veiling.	 The	 poetry	 on	 their	 bodies	 is	
borrowed	 from	 Tahereh	 Saffarzadeh,	 this	 time,	 who	 “expresses	 the	 strong	 conviction	 many	
Iranian	women	have	for	Islam.	They	feel	liberated	from	the	previous	class	structure	and	certain	
social	constraints	by	the	Islamic	revolution”	(ibid).	
For	Neshat,	 then,	 the	 focus	of	 the	series	 in	question	concerns	 the	concept	of	martyrdom.	She	
explains:	 “One	 finds	 a	 strange	 juxtaposition	 between	 femininity	 and	 violence.	Ultimately,	 the	
martyr	stands	at	the	intersection	of	love,	politics,	and	death.	She	is	committing	a	crime	because	
she	 loves	God	and	this	 love	entails	violence”	(ibid).	And	at	 the	end	she	concludes:	 “There	 is	a	
great	deal	of	self-contradiction	 in	strong	and	proud	women,	participating	 in	the	revolutionary	





Evidently,	Neshat’s	work	 reflects	 a	 very	 personal	 and	 subjective	 view	on	 the	 plight	 of	 Islamic	
women.	However,	her	generalised	statements	come	across	as	that	of	an	outsider,	and	arguably	
reflect	 an	orientalist	 and	objectifying	gaze.	 She	 is	 very	 critical	of	 the	act	of	 veiling,	but	 at	 the	
same	time	fascinated	by	it,	as	reflected	in	its	ornate	aestheticisation	in	her	works.	However,	in	
the	West,	 Neshat’s	 being	 Iranian,	 and	 so	 her	 views	 on	 this	matter,	 are	 seen	 as	 reflecting	 an	
insider	perspective;	 thus,	her	 commentaries	on	veiling	and	on	 the	position	of	Muslim	 Iranian	
women	(no	matter	how	subjective)	have	been	embraced	by	a	global	audience	as	the	truth	of	the	
plight	of	Islamic	women.		
The	 main	 question	 that	 I	 asked	 myself	 in	 responding	 to	 her	 imagery	 concerns	 how	 the	
complexity	 of	 the	 individuals’	 narratives	 and	 the	 meaning	 behind	 the	 poetry	 used	 here	 (in	
connection	with	 the	 relevant	 images)	 is	destined	 to	be	understood	by	audience	 that	does	not	




art,	 and	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 recognised	 and	 popular	 art	 forms	 from	 Iran	 in	 the	Western	 art	
market.	In	Iran,	too,	calligraphy	was	picked	up	again	by	a	group	of	leading	Iranian	artists	in	the	








It	was	crucial	 for	me	to	address	this	 fact	 in	my	work—namely,	about	the	 loss	of	meaning	of	a	
written	text	when	it	is	received	by	non-local	audiences.	Hence,	my	use	of	Persian	calligraphy	in	
Under	Western	Eyes	 is	aimed	at	communicating	this	concept.	So	again	 it	 is	 important	 to	note	
that	my	intention	was	not	to	criticise	an	artist	who	uses	calligraphy	as	a	way	of	expressing	her	
self-identity,	 cultural	heritage	and	 the	 literature	 that	 is	 close	 to	her	heart.	Rather,	 it	has	been	








images—I	 rehashed	 the	 lyrics	 of	 an	 old	 pop	 song	 about	 the	 singer’s	 love	 for	 a	 next-door	
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6.4 After the Motherland (2015) 
Following	 the	 completion	 of	Under	Western	 Eyes,	 I	 continued	 to	 explore	 some	 of	 the	 same	
themes	through	my	creative	arts	research.	This	led	to	the	creation	of	another	minor	work,	After	




In	 2015,	 I	 was	 attending	 a	 cultural	 studies	 symposium	 in	Melbourne	when	 I	was	 aggressively	
attacked	 by	 a	 Western	 feminist	 who	 did	 a	 performance	 reenacting	 her	 own	 “liberation”	 of	
Afghani	and	Muslim	women.	The	woman,	who	spent	 three	months	 in	Afghanistan	 teaching	a	
workshop	on	cinema	for	Afghani	women,	started	her	performance	by	walking	into	the	room	in	a	
long	black	burka	 and	a	 large	bag	 in	her	hand.	 She	 then	asked	 the	 audience	 to	 stand	up,	 and	
moved	 the	men	 to	one	 side	of	 the	 room	and	 the	women	 to	 the	other	 side.	 She	 continued	by	






woman	does	not	have	 that	 freedom.	And	so	she	proclaimed	 it	her	 responsibility,	and	ours,	as	
free	Western	women	 to	 educate	 them.	At	 the	 conclusion	 of	 this	 display,	 she	 sang	 a	Western	
song	 that	 she	 performed	 on	 Afghan	 radio	 in	 order	 to	 demonstrate	 what	 a	 woman’s	 freedom	
really	looks	like.		
As	 she	was	walking	 out	 the	 room,	 I	 asked	whether	 she	 knows	 of	 other	 narratives	 of	Muslim	
women	who	do	not	share	the	same	outlook	on	the	veil	or	the	burka	that	they	wear.	She	came	up	
to	me	with	a	burka	in	her	hand,	held	it	in	my	face	and	yelled	at	me	that	I	do	not	have	the	right	
to	ask	that	question	because	I	refused	to	wear	 it	when	she	 insisted	earlier.	 I	said	that	I	am	an	
Iranian	woman	and	that	I	know	how	it	feels	to	be	forced	to	wear	the	veil,	and	that	I	refuse	to	
partake	in	this	charade	because	I	find	it	objectionable	that	an	Afghan	woman	be	reduced	to	this	
simple	 performance.	Then	 she—and	her	husband—attacked	me	 for	 being	unsympathetic	 and	
oppressive!		
What	this	whole	repulsive	show	demonstrated	to	me	yet	again	was	that	the	ghost	of	colonialism	
is	 very	 much	 still	 alive,	 and	 that	 the	 desire	 of	 some	 feminists	 to	 provide	 a	 voice	 for	 the	










Mohanty,	 presents	 in	 her	 own	 essay	 Under	Western	 Eyes.	 She	 asks	 what	 happens	 when	 the	
assumption	 of	 women	 as	 an	 oppressed	 group	 is	 situated	 in	 the	 context	 of	Western	 feminist	
writing	 about	 Third	 World	 women,	 and	 replies:	 Western	 feminists	 alone	 become	 the	 true	
“subjects”	of	 this	 counter-history,	while	Third	World	women	never	 rise	above	 the	debilitating	
generality	of	their	“object”	status	(1988).	
After	the	Motherland	was	born	out	of	these	concerns.	But	the	image	that	I	made	was	also	directly	













In	 the	center	of	 this	 image	 is	a	seated	mother	 figure	 that	 represents	 the	“Mother	France”	 in	a	
noble	 pose,	 offering	 her	 breast	 to	 the	 children	 crawling	 around	 her.	 The	 figure	 was	 initially	
inspired	by	Marianne,	 the	Statue	of	Republic	by	Léopold	Morice	 (1880)	made	by	 the	brothers	
Charles	and	Léopold	Morice,	signifying	liberty,	equality,	and	fraternity—the	values	of	the	French	
Republic.		






and	 over	 on	many	 different	 pages,	 outside	 its	 original	 context,	metaphorically	 suggesting	 the	
mother	 figure	as	 the	 imperial	 superior	West	who	sees	herself	as	 the	mother	of	 the	world,	 the	
This	image	has	been	removed	for	copyright	reasons	






in	 my	 studio	 research.	 This	 included	 staging	 and	 constructing	 a	 scene	 that	 resembles	 and	
references	a	familiar	image	from	Western	art	history,	juxtaposing	and	remixing	that	image	with	
new	meanings	and	forms,	and	then	exaggerating	or	romanticising	it	for	the	sake	of	humor,	and	
to	 make	 possible	 the	 communication	 of	 societal	 issues	 that	 affect	 the	 same	 marginal	
communities	to	which	I	belong.			
The	process	of	making	After	the	Motherland	started	with	the	idea	of	using	the	same	composition	
seen	 in	 William-Adolphe	 Bouguereau’s	 The	 Motherland	 so	 as	 to	 directly	 reference	 the	









Various	 lighting	 testing	 was	 done	 prior	 to	 the	 photoshoot	 to	 hone	 the	 final	 aesthetic	 of	 the	
work.	 I	 finally	 decided	 to	 create	 an	 overexposed	 scene	 filled	 with	 light	 to	 create	 a	 sense	 of	
feigned	holiness.	 	Throughout	 the	whole	process	of	preparing	and	constructing	 the	 stage,	 the	
experience	of	watching	that	performer	at	the	symposium	was	present	in	my	mind	and	inspired	
my	approach	towards	making	the	final	images.			
I	 tried	many	 different	 compositions	 and	 combinations	 of	 the	 naked	mother	 surrounded	 by	 a	
group	 of	 women	 fully	 covered	 with	 the	 white	 veil	 and	 neqab.	 The	 poses	 of	 these	 figures	
(depicted	leaning	against	the	mother,	desiring	her	and	dreaming	of	sharing	her	freedom)	were	
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Among	 Western	 feminist	 artists	 concerned	 for	 the	 plight	 of	 Muslim	 women,	 the	 act	 of	
getting	naked	 is	often	deployed	 in	a	show	of	ersatz	resistance	and	as	a	symbol	of	ultimate	
personal	 and	 sexual	 freedom.	 This	 ‘sympathetic’	 gesture,	 however,	 simply	 reproduces	 the	
image	of	Muslim	women	as	oppressed	victims	waiting	to	be	liberated	by	their	non-Muslim	
sisters,	and	thus,	unwittingly	replicates	the	same	hierarchies	that	these	concerned	Western	
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7 In the Exodus, I love you more 
7.1 Introduction 
In	 this	 chapter	 I	 examine	 the	 final	 body	 of	 work	 that	 I	 produced	 as	 part	 of	my	 creative	 arts	
research:	 In	 the	 Exodus,	 I	 love	 you	 more	 (2014–2016).	 Though	 quite	 different	 in	 its	 style	 and	
themes	 compared	 to	 the	 earlier	 works	 discussed	 (employing	 as	 it	 does	 an	 expanded	







qualities	that	drew	me	to	art-making	 in	the	first	place).	Most	 importantly,	where	the	series	 In	
the	 Exodus,	 I	 love	 you	more	 does	 share	 thematic	 concerns	 with	 the	 earlier	 works	 (related	 to	
issues	of	representation	or,	more	specifically,	exploring	outsider	versus	 insider	perspectives	on	
Iran),	it	adopts	a	quite	different	approach	to	the	former	works:	one	that	is	not	straightforwardly	
oppositional	 but,	 while	 still	 critical,	 is	 rather	 focused	 on	 communicating	 positive	 knowledge.	
Given	 then	 that	 this	 stage	 of	 my	 creative	 arts	 research	 reflects	 my	 evolving	 visual	
communication	approaches,	I	will	begin	in	the	following	section	by	presenting	a	summary	of	my	
critical	self-reflections	on	the	series	Under	Western	Eyes	before	introducing	the	final	work.			
7.2 Critical self-reflections 
Although	 I	 consider	 Under	 Western	 Eyes	 a	 relatively	 successful	 series	 in	 terms	 of	 visually	






Western	 audience	 (since	 it	 was	 only	 ever	 intended	 to	 serve	 as	 a	 mirror	 reflecting	 back	 the	
Western	gaze),	still,	it	might	be	criticised	(among	other	things)	for	adding	yet	one	more	layer	of	
accrued	meaning	 to	 the	 veil,	 despite	my	work	 and	 the	 appearance	 of	 the	 veiled	women	 in	 it	





this	 is	 true,	 I	 have	 also	 been	 careful	 to	 articulate	 both	 visually	 and	 in	 my	 accompanying	
statements	that	this	work	has	nothing	at	all	 to	do	with	Muslim	women	themselves—not	even	
the	misconceptions	 that	 surround	 them.	That	 is,	 the	 images	 in	 the	 series	 are	not	 intended	 to	
represent	 or	 communicate	 the	 truth	 of	 Muslim	 or	 Iranian	 women	 at	 all.	 What	 this	 work	
presents,	 rather,	 are	 simulacra,	 or	 humorous	 replica	 of	 fetishised	 commodities	 that	 circulate	
within	 the	 global	 art	 market.	 And	 it	 is	 precisely	 here	 that	 I	 think	 the	 work	 has	 been	 most	
successful	in	terms	of	realising	its	aims,	since	the	visual	language	used	is	unmistakably	rooted	in	
a	 Western	 art-historical	 tradition	 (Pop	 Art)	 which	 already	 speaks	 to	 the	 commercialised	
language	 of	 modern	 art	 and	 the	 reproduction/reproducibility	 of	 contemporary	 images,	 like	
products	designed	for	consumption.	
Tellingly,	 though,	 it	 is	 worth	 observing	 that	 this	 series	 has	 proven	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	 most	
commercially	 successful	 works	 that	 I	 have	 produced	 to	 date,	 with	 all	 the	 editions	 of	 several	
images	already	being	sold	out	and	only	a	few	remaining	of	the	rest.	Whether	this	is	an	ironic	fact	
or	simply	an	indication	that	the	idea	I	was	seeking	to	communicate	has	been	well	received,	I	am	






that	 assumes	 a	 straight	 transit	 between	 modes	 of	 artistic	 production	 and	 their	 supposed	 or	
intended	political	 and	 social	 effects.	 In	particular,	 he	 is	 critical	 of	 art	 that	 seeks	 to	 reveal	 the	




awareness	 that	 they	 produce	 (such	 as	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	 omnipotence	 of	 the	 commodity)	
(Spencer,	2010)	will	not	in	fact	weaken	political	efficacy,	given	that	such	effects	are	all	bounded	
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non-local	 audience,	 should	 go	 about	 this,	 given	 that	 she	 is	 destined	 to	 find	 herself	 pulled	 in	
opposing	 directions,	 or	 caught	 between	 different	 competing	 forces	 or	 interests	 at	 different	
times.	As	a	site	of	cultural	translation,	that	is,	the	non-Western	artist	who	is	engaged	in	making	
work	 that	 is	destined	 to	be	 read	by	a	Western	audience,	 she	must	not	only	contend	with	 the	
immediate	 problems	 of	 finding	 ways	 to	 speak	 in	 a	 global	 language	 about	 the	 local,	 nor	 yet	
simply	the	fact	that	this	global	language	is	still	in	some	ways	parochially	“owned”	by	the	West,	in	
the	 sense	 that	 Iranian	 and	 other	 artists	 are	 still	 often	 faced	 with	 the	 dilemma	 of	 having	 “to	






artists	 like	 me	 (engaged	 in	 making	 art	 that	 seeks	 to	 confront	 the	 sort	 of	 issues	 to	 do	 with	
representation	that	I	have	been	discussing)	should	proceed,	if	not	in	this	way.	
Reflecting	on	my	own	practice	up	until	this	point,	I	thus	came	to	realise	the	problems	associated	
with	 the	 strategies	 I	had	been	using,	not	only	because	of	 the	abovementioned	 limitations	but	
also	 because	 the	 largely	 negative	 or	 “oppositional”	 approach	 that	 I	 had	 employed	 in	 them	
reflected	 a	 significant	 departure	 from	 the	 sort	 of	 narrative	 and	 personal	 story-telling	 and	
communication	 that	 I	began	pursuing	 through	my	photographic	practice.	As	 such,	 in	 the	 last	
stage	of	my	creative	arts	research,	I	returned	to	a	form	of	documentary	image	making	that	was	
once	again	focused	on	personal	and	social	issues,	whilst	seeking	to	avoid	some	of	the	problems	
of	 representation	 that	 I	 have	 tried	 to	 respond	 to	 in	 the	 manner	 described	 in	 the	 preceding	
chapters.	
7.3 In the Exodus, I love you more (2014-2016) 
In	2014,	following	the	death	of	my	father,	I	decided	to	return	to	make	work	in	Iran	for	the	first	












focus—though	 less	 direct—on	 some	of	 the	 same	 issues.	Most	 importantly,	where	 the	work	 is	






It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 I	 in	 fact	 began	 my	 training	 and	 career	 as	 a	 documentary	
photographer	in	Iran	but,	after	migrating	to	Australia,	I	turned	to	making	staged	and	conceptual	
images	primarily	because	of	my	feeling	of	disconnection	to	the	local	culture:	I	lacked	the	insider	
perspective	 that	 had	 previously	 informed	 my	 documentary	 approach.	 On	 the	 hand,	 I	 also	
stopped	making	 work	 in	 or	 about	 Iran	 after	 migrating	 because	 even	 when	 I	 went	 back,	 the	
increasing	distance	I	experienced	made	me	feel	unauthorised	to	make	work	there	too.		




learnt	 through	my	migration	 and	 research,	 I	 felt	 there	was	 something	 new	 to	 explore	 in	 this	
perspective.	This	included	my	new	knowledge	about	the	dominant	images	of	Iran	in	the	West	
and	 how	 I	 might	 challenge	 them	 through	 my	 own	 lens.	 The	 resulting	 work,	 then,	 is	 a	
constellation	of	broken	 fragments	of	 a	 reality	 that	 is	partly	personal,	 and	 relatively	 social	 and	
political,	 which	 is	 intended	 to	 suggest	 that	 our	 lives	 and	 experiences	 of	 the	 world	 are	 never	
whole,	but	rather	a	mosaic	of	shifting	pieces.	
What	is	most	important	to	note	here	is	that	in	developing	the	work,	I	came	to	see	its	personal	





the	 Islamic	 revolution,	 but	 also	 many	 of	 the	 works	 that	 have	 (arguably)	 been	 produced	 in	
response	 to	 these	 images.	 This	 includes	 both	 the	 works	 of	 many	 Western	 documentary	
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positive	 reception	with	which	 these	 images	 are	greeted	perhaps	owes	 to	 the	 “realisation”	 that	
Iranians	are	okay	because	they	are	just	like	us.)	













that	 suggest	 the	 possibility	 of	 rethinking	 or	 redefining	 the	 complexities	 and	 challenges	 of	
representing	cultural	identity	from	a	more	positive,	rather	than	critical	perspective,	but	in	a	way	
that	tries	to	incorporate	all	of	the	concerns	that	I	have	presented	in	the	preceding	chapters	of	
this	 exegesis.	 Primarily,	 this	 involved	 my	 returning	 to	 an	 expanded	 documentary	 form	 of	
photography	as	well	the	incorporation	of	more	personal	and	narrative	focus	in	my	work.		
7.4 Visual inspiration 








often	 find	 inspiration	 in	 literature,	 theory,	 and	 other	 visual	 art	 mediums	 and	 movies.	 For	
example,	 the	 artist	 who	 has	 probably	 influenced	 my	 documentary	 practice	 the	 most	 is	 the	
Iranian	 film-maker	 Abbas	 Kiarostami.	 I	 am	 also	 very	much	 inspired	 by	 the	 romanticism	 and	
poetry	 of	 the	 work	 of	 the	 video	 artist	 Bill	 Viola.	 In	 terms	 of	 artists	 whose	 practice	 is	 more	
squarely	focused	on	communicating	ideas	related	to	power-relations	and	the	condition	of	global	
exile,	however,	the	following	figures	have	been	especially	influential	for	me.	
7.4.1 Hossein Valamanesh 
Hossein	 Valamanesh	 is	 an	 Iranian	 born	 artist	 who	 migrated	 to	 Australia	 after	 the	 Islamic	
revolution	 of	 Iran	 in	 1972,	 and	 has	 spent	 most	 of	 his	 professional	 career	 based	 in	 Adelaide.	
Through	the	use	of	natural	materials	such	as	wood,	sand,	earth	and	stone,	and	often	by	referring	
to	 his	 Persian	 culture	 and	 heritage,	 Hossein	 Valamanesh’s	 work	 explores	 the	 theme	 of	 one’s	
relationship	to	his	or	her	homeland	and	the	significant	role	of	memory	in	bonding	with	a	new	






















Most	 of	 Valamanesh’s	 works	 are	 both	 familiar	 and	 unexpected.	 There	 is	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	
individuality	presented	 in	his	work,	 stemming	 from	his	 ability	 to	portray	 the	 imaginative	and	
personal	world	of	his	memories	without	considering	 to	which	audience	he’s	making	 the	work	
for.	 By	 that	 I	 mean	 the	 usual	 expectations	 of	 using	 the	 familiar	 signs	 and	 forms	 of	 a	 visual	
language	that	 is	most	accessible	to	the	Audience	of	the	host	culture.	The	honesty,	uniqueness	
and	 poetry	 of	 Valamanesh’s	 work	 alone	 manage	 to	 communicate	 his	 stories	 beyond	 the	
limitations	of	the	borders	and	languages.				
In	 each	 of	 these	 respects,	 Valamenesh’s	 approach	 has	 been	 a	 source	 of	 inspiration	 for	me	 in	
creating	 the	work	 to	be	discussed	below—i.e.,	his	use	of	a	mosaic-like	approach	 that	 involves	
gathering	 images	and	objects	 to	explore	questions	about	 the	changing	connection	 to	 the	past	
and	different	places	that	a	migrant	experiences.	
7.4.2 Mona Hatoum 
One	 of	 the	 artists	 whose	 practice	 shares	 a	 significant	 aspect	 of	 intellectual	 resistance	 with	
Edward	 Said	 is	 that	 of	 Lebanese-born	 Palestinian	 artist	 Mona	 Hatoum,	 who	 now	 lives	 in	
London.	Like	Said,	she	is	also	a	Palestinian	exile,	and	through	her	work	she		seeks	to	transform	
the	pain	of	physical	and	emotional	separation	 from	her	native	 land	 into	a	 form	of	 intellectual	
This	image	has	been	removed	for	copyright	reasons	
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work	 as	 well.	 For	 example,	 she	 uses	 her	 own	 body	 and	 explores	 her	 exilic	 position	 to	 create	
sculptural,	conceptual	and	situational	art	that	simultaneously	speaks	to	these	themes.	Hatoum	
captures	 the	notion	of	homelessness	 through	both	 lenses,	and	her	art	provokes	pain,	 loss	and	
fear	through	a	powerful	poetic	language.		
One	of	the	consistent	messages	in	her	work,	as	well,	has	to	do	with	the	unfamiliarity	of	familiar	
objects;	 she	 makes	 us	 realise	 that	 what	 we	 usually	 think	 we	 know	 is	 often	 shallow	 and	




towards	 exploring	 political	 issues.	 That	 is,	 she	 does	 not	 directly	 challenge	 the	 Western	
representational	 codes	 of	 Oriental	 stereotypes	 in	 her	 art	 practice,	 but	 rather	 makes	
phenomenological	works	that	explore	such	questions	from	within.		




her	mother	 under	 the	 shower.	 Hatoum	 uses	 the	 letter’s	 Arabic	 text	 and	moves	 it	 across	 the	
screen	over	the	slides.	Her	own	voice	is	heard	in	the	background,	reading	out	the	letters	aloud	in	
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about	 Lebanon,	 I	was	 struck	 by	 how	 the	Arabs	were	 always	 shown	 en	masse	with	mostly	
hysterical	women	crying	over	dead	bodies.	It	is	as	if	people	from	the	Third	World	are	seen	as	
a	mass	or	a	herd	and	not	as	 individuals…	In	 this	work	 I	was	 trying	 to	go	against	 the	 fixed	
identity	that	is	usually	implied	in	the	stereotype	of	Arab	women	as	passive,	mother	as	a	non	
sexual	 being…	 the	 work	 is	 constructed	 visually	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 every	 frame	 speaks	 of	
literal	closeness	and	implied	distance.	(Archer,	et	al.,	1997,	pp.		138-39)	
So,	Hatoum	communicates	a	personal	story,	but	one	that	is	also	aimed	at	challenging	Orientalist	
















viewer	 does	 not	 require	 a	 translator	 or	 a	 decoder	 of	 cultural	 differences	 to	 identify	 the	
implications	 of	 Hatoum’s	 work.	 This	 makes	 the	 work	 comprehensible	 for	 a	 global	 audience,	
whilst	 remaining	 faithful	 to	 her	 local	 cultural	 experiences.	 She	 presents	 the	 viewer	 with	 a	
different	 image	 of	 an	Arab	woman	 to	 those	we	 have	 become	 accustomed	 to	 seeing,	 and	 one	
which	challenges	their	stereotyping	as	suppressed	and	so	on.	
7.4.3 Max Pinckers12 
One	 of	 the	 closest	 examples	 of	 photographic	 work	 that	 I	 can	 discuss	 here	 as	 an	 inspiration	
behind	 some	 of	my	more	 recent	 work	 including	 In	 the	 exodus,	 I	 love	 you	more	 (2014)	 is	 the	
Belgian	documentary	photographer	Max	Pinckers.	In	fact,	I	came	across	his	work	after	I	started	
making	 this	 series	 and	noticed	 the	 similarities	between	our	 visual	 languages	 and	 some	of	 the	
issues	that	we	are	raising	through	our	works.		
Reading	 Pinckers’	 powerful	 and	 engaging	 images,	 I	 am	 interested	 not	 only	 in	 the	 similarities	
between	our	respective	ways	of	seeing	the	world	and	of	constructing	images,	but	also	the	way	in	
which	 Pinckers	 also	 aims	 in	 many	 of	 his	 documentary-narrative	 series	 to	 use	 “staged”	
photography	 in	order	both	 to	explore	 the	nature	of	 representation	and	 the	meaningfulness	of	
the	world	for	us	as	an	image,	but	more	specifically,	in	order	to	interrogate	the	nature	of	reality	as	
appearance	and	as	appearing—as	a	stage	of	appearances—and	the	plurality	of	viewpoints	that	
make	up	our	 shared	 reality.	But	 it	 is	 easy	 to	misread	 this	 second	concern	 (which	 in	Pinckers’	
series	The	Fourth	Wall	(2012)	and	Will	They	Sing	Like	Raindrops	or	Leave	Me	Thirsty	(2014),	etc,	
is	 partially	 explored	 through	 their	 cinematic	 language)	 as	 a	 sort	 of	 secondary,	 and	 perhaps	
merely	 aesthetic	 concern	 which	 is	 meant	 to	 point	 to	 the	 image’s	 blurring	 of	 the	 boundary	
between	reality	and	fiction—to	add	an	added	layer	of	surreality	which	is	supposed	to	mirror	the	
fictionalisation	of	lives	and	stories	that	we	see	projected	in	and	through	the	cinema,	newspapers,	









life	 and	 its	 captured	 images,	 and	 the	 self-interrogation	 of	 the	 photographic	 medium	 as	
implicated	at	one	and	the	same	time	in	mediating	and	in	re-creating	reality—we	can	also	read	in	
Pinckers’	 images	 a	 playful	 but	 serious	 concern	 with	 the	 self-selecting	 nature	 of	 life	 as	
appearance;	for	the	very	nature	of	appearances	suggests	both	what	appears,	and	those	beings	to	







actors	 to	 act	 out	 our	 own	 (Westerners')	 projected	 fantasies	 about	 Japan,	 with	 the	 important	
foot-note,	 which	 Pinckers	 gives,	 that	 these	 fantasies	 are	 in	 part	 as	 well	 the	 product	 of	 the	
country’s	own	projected	self-image.	
In	 this	way,	 Pinckers	 does	 not	merely	 explore	 the	 boundaries	 between	 truth	 and	 fiction,	 but	
rather	how	representations,	or	reflected	images	of	the	world,	can	actually	become	part	of	reality.	
Thinking	 about	 this	 dialectical	 process	 has	 been	 fruitful	 for	me	 in	 terms	 of	 interrogating	 the	
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7.5 Processes and technique 
I	 shot	 the	 images	 in	 series	 In	 the	 Exodus,	 I	 love	 you	 more	 on	 a	 medium	 format	 camera—a	
Mamyia	7II.	I	started	photography	in	the	dark	room	in	2002,	and	for	the	first	five-or-so	years	of	
my	practice	 I	only	shot	on	 film	(analogue	photography).	 I	 shifted	 into	digital	photography	 for	
nearly	eight	years,	but	I	felt	the	urge	to	get	back	to	analogue	again	for	this	specific	project.	It	was	
a	conscious	decision,	as	I	tend	to	feel	closer	to	the	subject	matter	when	I	make	pictures	on	an	
analogue	camera.	This	 is	 for	completely	 internal	and	 intuitive	 reasons.	Making	 images	of	 Iran	
after	eight	years	was	and	still	is	a	very	emotional	process	for	me.	Taking	photos	on	an	analogue	
camera	means	that	I	have	to	wait	before	seeing	the	photos	after	I	return	to	Australia	to	process,	













this	 series	 of	 images	 that	 relates	 to	 both	 aspects:	 to	 what	 is	 both	 present	 and	 absent	 in	 our	
expectations,	and	to	the	hidden	depth	in	the	surface	of	things.		
For	making	 this	 narrative	 based	 series,	 I	 traveled	 extensively	 to	 various	 places	 around	 Iran—
both	 cities	 and	 villages	 that	 I	 had	 been	 to	 and	 others	 that	 I	 had	 never	 visited	 before.	 I	 took	
photos	 of	 the	 diverse	 landscape	 of	 Iran,	 portraits	 of	 people,	 including	 my	 close	 family	 and	
relatives	as	well	as	complete	strangers,	faces	that	I	felt	drawn	to,	ones	that	seem	to	hold	silent	
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The	main	 research	 question	 that	 I	 have	 sought	 to	 address	 through	my	 creative	 arts	 research	
concerns	how	problems	of	identity	and	representation	shape	the	experience	of	migrants	of	non-
Western	 background	 living	 in	 the	West,	 and	 also	what	 visual-art	 strategies	might	 be	 used	 in	
order	 to	 best	 communicate	 and	 respond	 to	 these	 problems	 and	 experiences.	 To	 answer	 this	
question,	I	engaged	in	extensive	scholarly	research,	primarily	in	the	field	of	postcolonial	theory,	
alongside	extensive	studio	research	(involving	both	experimentation	and	engagement	with	art	





this	work	 is	 intended	 to	 speak	 to	 and	with	 other	 non-Western	 subjects,	 like	myself,	who	 are	
either	 living	 in	 the	West	 or	 under	 its	 shadow,	 while	 also	 exploring	 the	 position	 of	 artists	 of	
similar	background	in	the	contemporary	global	art	scene	and	the	ways	in	which	certain	social,	
economic,	 political,	 cultural	 and	 other	 factors	 combine	 to	 influence	 both	 the	 production	 and	
reception	of	their	work.		
Broadly,	 then,	 this	 exegesis	 provides	 insights	 into,	 and	 concrete	 knowledge	 concerning,	 the	
unique	 position	 of	 non-Western	 art(ists)	 today	 (offered	 from	 the	 “insider”	 point	 of	 view	 of	 a	
non-Western	 artist	 herself),	 and	 thus	 contributes	 to	 current	 debates	 in	 cultural	 studies	 and	
related	 disciplines	 concerning	 the	 significance	 of	 marginal	 and	 hybrid	 art	 in	 an	 increasingly	
cosmopolitan	and	multi-cultural	global	environment	and	about	the	meaning	and	possibility	of	
art-making	 today—particularly	 in	 the	 West—in	 an	 epoch	 supposedly	 characterised	 by	 its	
multicultural	 openness	 and	 cosmopolitan	 worldliness.	 Furthermore,	 the	 artworks	 that	 I	 have	
produced	as	part	of	completing	this	research	are	presented	as	examples	of	creative	arts	research	
responding	 to	 contemporary	 issues	 and	 engaging	 with	 current	 lines	 of	 thinking	 in	 various	
theoretical	fields.	
More	specifically,	as	indicated	in	Chapter	1,	the	overlapping	questions	addressed	in	this	exegesis	
(and	 through	 the	 visual	 artworks	 presented	 in	 it)	 concern	 the	 particular	 situation	 of	 a	 non-
Western	artist	who	 is	 living	 in	 the	West,	 and	 the	double	bind	 that	 she	often	 finds	herself	 in:	
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neither	 fully	 accepted	 or	 understood	 by	 her	 new	 community	 nor	 the	 community	 that	 she	
remains	 attached	 to	 but	 has	 left	 behind,	 she	 is	 often	 encouraged	 to	 engage	 in	 a	 style	 of	 art-
making	 and	 to	 discuss	 specific	 themes	 in	 a	 language	 that	 reflects	 her	 “dual	 ontology”.	 This	
duality,	 that	 is,	which	 is	already	a	 feature	of	her	experience	of	dislocation,	 is	redoubled	 in	her	
attempts	 to	 communicate	 elements	 of	 her	 cultural	 and	 historical	 experience	 both	 in	 a	 new	
language	and	for	a	new	audience,	but	also	in	a	way	that	often	involves	having	to	work	against	
the	 pre-existing	 notions	 about	 her	 cultural	 identity.	 That	 is,	 she	 must	 struggle	 to	 free	 the	
particular	content	of	her	artwork	from	the	prison	of	those	pre-	or	mis-conceptions	that	already	
surround	 her,	 or	 what	 an	 audience	 already	 “knows”	 about	 her,	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 her	 cultural	
identity	 alone.	 And	 while,	 it	 must	 be	 said,	 this	 is	 obviously	 a	 feature	 of	 the	 politics	 of	







cultural	 studies	 and	 related	 disciplines	 to	 celebrate	 marginality	 and	 cultural	 translation	 as	
privileged	states	of	being	because	of	the	bi-cultural	knowledge	they	produce.	And	the	emphasis	
here	has	to	be	placed	on	the	word	“produced”,	since—to	echo	a	point	that	is	often	made	about	
post-colonial	 literary	 production—the	 celebration	 of	 this	 knowledge	 seems	 to	 emanate	more	
from	the	centre	 than	the	margins.	The	question	has	 to	be	asked,	 in	other	words,	whether	 the	
celebration	of	this	condition,	and	of	those	artworks	that	speak	to	it,	does	not	in	fact	represent	
yet	 another	 justification	 for	 the	 forces	 that	 produce	 dislocation,	 cultural	 disintegration	 or	
rupture	and	so	on,	by	way	of	enthusiasm	towards	the	condition	that	it	gives	rise	to.	To	put	the	





By	way	 of	 example:	we	 arguably	 can	 see	 such	 a	 tendency	 at	 play	 in	 the	 field	 of	 post-colonial	
literary	production,	whereby	the	appearance	of	a	select	few	works	(either	written	or	translated	
into	one	or	another	 imperial	 language:	usually	English)	 is	celebrated,	and	involves	recognition	
and	other	rewards	for	the	few	who	make	it	to	the	centre.	But	here	too,	it	is	the	West	that	still	

















that	 she	has	 grown	up	with	 the	 knowledge	produced	 in	 the	West	 (whether	 through	 its	mass	
export,	or	one	or	another	form	of	 imperial	contact,	 including	globalisation,	for	centuries),	 it	 is	











presented	 in	 it:	 after	 developing	 several	 major	 bodies	 of	 work	 that	 sought	 in	 some	 way	 to	
communicated	 and	 respond	 to	 specific	 issues	 related	 to	 my	 experience	 as	 a	 non-Western	
migrant	living	in	the	West	I	found	that,	however	successful	these	works	were	in	terms	of	their	
visually	encoding	certain	 issues	 (mostly	 related	 to	 the	politics	of	 identity	and	 representation),	
the	visual	 strategies	 that	 I	developed	seemed	 just	as	much	 to	 reinforce	 the	very	 image	and	 to	
reproduce	precisely	that	knowledge	that	I	was	attempting	critique.	Thus,	 the	 last	phase	of	my	
creative	 arts	 research	 and	 visual	 exploration	 involved	 returning	 to	 a	 style	 and	 approach	 to	
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image-making	 that	 is	 at	 once	 more	 modest	 and	 personal,	 but	 also,	 perhaps,	 more	 able	 to	
produce	critical	knowledge	for	that	very	reason:	rather	than	attempting	to	unveil	total	systems	
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